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This research critically analyzes the embodiment of Malay women and the multiplicity of 
ways in which ideals of bodily comportment and bodily rituals are transmitted and 
transferred across generations towards the achievement of feminine virtue. In examining 
virtue, the larger theoretical question that the research addresses is the notion of 
subjective agency, specifically agency of Malay women in Singapore, a theoretical 
premise that has not been sufficiently explored by existing anthropological and 
sociological discourses. What does it mean for instance, to proclaim through theories of 
subordination that agency enabled and created by relations of subordination has equal 
value to that produced by liberatory frameworks? Is the political agency of minority 
women as articulated within the entelechy of subversive feminist politics even necessary 
within the framework of hegemonic politics in Singapore? Within the context of a post-
colonial, multi-racial nation-state like Singapore, what are the implications to the women 
themselves, as well as the Malay community, of ascribing to a model of agency premised 
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INRTRODUCTION: A VIEW FROM SOMEWHERE 
 
 
Female Bodies and the Question of Agency 
 
When U-Wei Saari’s controversial film “Perempuan, Isteri, dan Jalang” 
(Woman, Wife, and Whore)
1
 was released in 1993, the public outrage that ensued over 
the brazen utilization of the term “jalang” (whore) led to its eventual elision. The director 
then strategically replaced the term “jalang” with ellipses in an attempt at circumventing 
the displeasure that the conservatives displayed for a term that was considered to be 
vulgar, immoral, inapplicable, and most importantly hyper-sexual. In doing as such, the 
female whore was banished from official existence. Ironically however, the disruption to 
articulation (as verbalized by the ellipses) transformed the limitations of the original 
phrase into one marked by possibilities of existence. While this thesis is interested in the 
gendered conceptions of women-hood, there is no explicit reference to sexual 
transgressions. Instead, as reflected by the title, there is the common but yet often taken 
for granted notion that Malay women are not merely “women” or “wives”, but are also 
“daughters”, “employees”, “employers”, “leaders”, “citizens”, “mothers”, “lovers” (and 
well perhaps even whores). The elliptical reference not only elicits the imaginary 
possibilities of the original, it also suggests that women can fulfill both the real and 
symbolic function of being anything and everything else and that these various roles and 
                                                 
1 “Perempuan, Isteri, dan…” (Saari 1993) is a controversial film depicting a Malay bride, Zaleha, who 
elopes with another man to Thailand on her wedding day. Her groom eventually tracks her down and 
sexually assaults her and forces her into prostitution. She subsequently tricks him into marrying her and 
causes conflicts in her village by encouraging other women to be more independent and other men to have 
affairs with her. Instead of feeling guilty or shameful, Zaleha constantly flaunts her sexuality and revels in 
her sexual transgressions, which in a typical tale of Malay morality can only bring out undesirable 
consequences as her husband eventually murders her. 
!
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modes of being are often tied to experiential factors, and various conceptions of self-hood 
and agency.  
Indeed, the notion of agency is one that has preoccupied feminist theorists. 
The question of the contested location of female “agency” in the face of indomitable 
structures of patriarchy has indeed polarized first to third wave feminists for decades 
(Beauvoir 1953; Butler c1999, 1993; Irigaray 1985; Riviere 2000; Mulvey c1989; Doane 
1999; Bordo c1999; Jones 1981). While some feminists encourage a return to female 
sexuality and feminine accoutrements, others propose to chart alternative discourses 
about the female subject that contend and contest patriarchal definitions. Some, like 
Judith Butler (1993), further extend the discussion by debunking the “myth” of the 
existence of the ontological female self, pointing its conception to actions and 
articulations mediated by patriarchal and heteronormative norms. Despite the multiplicity 
of discourses surrounding the notion of the female subject as a political and social subject 
either subverting or alienated from her own “self”, very few scholarly works have 
focused on the crucial role of the body and embodiment - beyond extrapolations of 
cultural representation - in mediating the agentic potentialities of the female. What is it 
about the female body, ways of being, and bodily comportment beyond patriarchal 
conceptions for instance, which define or circumscribe the limits for political agency? In 
specific cultural contexts that witness the extensive interspersing of culture and religion, 
what are the ways in which the transmission of socio-cultural values via oratory and 
experiential incidences shape the embodiment of women, in the process defining their 
conception and subsequent presentation of selves?  
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In order to examine agency within the context of race and gender in 
Singapore, it is crucial to critically analyze the embodied experiences of Malay women, 
and the multiplicity of ways in which ideals of bodily comportment and bodily rituals are 
transmitted and transferred across generations. Additionally, it involves examining the 
cultural and religious injunctions that a Malay Muslim female acquires from a young age 
that she practices in the quotidian consciously or otherwise, thus shaping her embodied 
self, and subsequently her conceptualization of subjective agency and empowerment, 
which she eventually reproduces. These techniques of the self are aimed toward the 
attainment of certain ideals of feminine virtue, which affect conceptions of personal 
agency. Implicit in this hypothesis is a research motif aimed at unraveling the lack of a 
conscious effort at activism or advancement of women’s rights within the Malay 
community in Singapore.
2
 While it is convenient to attribute the lack of a cohesive effort 
at promoting women’s rights to a politically constrictive environment that exists in 
Singapore, it is crucial to recognize that power exists in multiplicities and it is therefore 
necessary to analyze personal motivations of Malay Muslim women themselves in order 
to be able to better understand structural questions such as agency. In attempting to study 
personal motives as well as conceptions of agency, I hope to be able to draw links 
between conceptions of agency at the micro level and how these translate into the 
assumption of certain values at the societal level.  
 
                                                 
2 This is in direct contrast with the situation in the nearest country, Malaysia, with which the Malay 
community in Singapore shares numerous similarities but also nuanced differences. For instance, while 
conservative ethos that restrict gender roles are rather prominent in Malaysia, the nation-state is also home 
to a thriving civil society, as well as feminist groups such as the All Women’s Action Society (AWAM) 
and Sisters in Islam (SIS) that have successfully utilized religion to translate ideals of feminism to the 
grassroots level. 
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In proceeding with my research, I propose the consideration of the following 
ontological premises. How does one reconcile agency enabled and created by relations of 
subordination such as ascription to a religious order (Islam) and cultural order (Malay 
customs), with that produced by liberatory frameworks? If one associates the former with 
individual agency and the latter with political agency, does this therefore suggest that it is 
possible to replace or even conflate individual agency with political agency? Is the 
political agency of minority women as articulated within the entelechy of subversive 
politics even necessary within the framework of hegemonic politics in Singapore? Within 
the context of a post-colonial, multi-racial nation-state like Singapore, what are the 
implications for the women themselves, as well as the Malay community, of ascribing to 
a specific model of agency that may be non-liberal? In attempting to answer these 
research questions, my thesis will consist of five chapters that are separate but not 
mutually exclusive. Following from the Introductory Chapter, Chapter Two elucidates on 
the historicization of Malay women’s activism; Chapter Three draws the reader’s 
attention to the discursive representation of Malay women in the media within specific 
socio-historical circumstances; Chapter Four to Six examine embodied subjectivities and 
personal conceptions of bodily agency by critically analyzing data garnered from 
interviews with female respondents; Chapter Seven examines the theoretical implications 
of the ethnographic data. Finally, the concluding chapter analyses the findings of the 





Methodology: speaking from somewhere 
 
Prioritizing an epistemological framework that values the individual 
perspective in constructing and interpreting knowledge and experiencing embodied 
capacities, as opposed to mere discursive analyses of textual resources in order to 
understand contested notions such as agency, in-depth interviews were conducted with 
five financially empowered Malay women, four of whom were in their twenties, and one 
in her fifties. The interview sessions broached certain questions central to the research 
hypothesis such as personal perspectives on economic and gendered roles as well as the 
role of adat and Islam in providing the necessary ethos from which certain dispositions 
and technologies of the self are cultivated. During the semi-structured interviews, certain 
questions were asked to establish the relationship between the actions and articulations of 
respondents, and the values that they subscribe to that subsequently affect personal 
conceptions of choice, and hence the capability to “act”. As the concept of agency may 
be too abstract or irrelevant to the quotidian of some of my respondents, great caution 
was exercised when explaining the nuances of the term without explicit references to the 
term itself. As such, detailed questions on family life, employment, social life were 
posed, along with those pertaining to embodied practices such veiling, participation in 
local community or mosque activities and perception of female role-modeling. These 
questions helped to illustrate the ways in which women situate themselves within the 
larger structures of the community, and how they envisioned their roles as mothers, 
daughters, and wives. Several participant observation sessions were also conducted at a 
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religious class for women entitled “Jati Diri Wanita Muslimah” (“The Ideal Self-hood of 
a Muslim Woman”) held regularly at a local mosque. Additionally, textual analysis of 
valuable resources such as official documents and archival materials, as well as women-
centric magazines and the Malay newspaper Berita Harian (BH) were consulted. The 
methodological trajectory utilized aimed at highlighting the attempts at ideologically 
constructing as well as perpetuating communal values of womanhood and female agency 
within the community. Specific newspaper articles will be highlighted within the course 
of this thesis, specifically those that discuss the role of Malay women in society, the 
duties of wives towards husbands, as well as other culturally sanctioned modes of 
disposition and embodied conduct for Malay women.  
In analyzing the data generated by textual resources, participant observation 
activities, as well as the interviews, my aim is to engage in an intellectual excavation of 
conceptions of selfhood and subjective agency of female individuals in the Malay 
Muslim community of Singapore. The epistemological borders of this research are 
largely motivated by the remarks of the feminist Susan Bordo, who claims that there is no 
such thing as a view from nowhere (1990: 137). While critical distance is much vaunted 
in academic scholarship, my masters research project is motivated by a very personal 
desire to reconcile feminist theory with my personal unease about the supposedly non-
liberal lives of some very conservative women in my own family. Two disjuncture could 
have contributed to this sense of unease; namely that the theories often focused on 
abstractions without reference to ethnography, and that if ethnography was present, it was 
seldom backed by theoretically lucid argument. I was therefore compelled to pursue a 
research project that would consider theoretical arguments on embodiment, and agency, 
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without sacrificing the importance of referring to lived experience as explicated through 
ethnographic data. Additionally, I feel a sense of responsibility to elucidate the lives of 
many women in my community who have escaped the radar of scholarly analysis, despite 
the distinct differences between our lives and that of (better focused upon) other Malay 
women of the archipelago. In trying to understand the malaise of critical empowerment of 
Malay women in Singapore, I therefore humbly turn to the personal lives of women and 
the various conceptions of personal agency through embodied actions. Crucial links will 
be formed between these micro perspectives to larger structural questions such as 
political practice, activism, and agency within the community. These valuable insights 
will hopefully contribute to advancing a nuanced critique of present models of female 














CHAPTER 1: HISTORICIZING MALAY WOMEN AND ACTIVISM 
 
The Malays in Singapore pose a particularly exciting conundrum for scholars 
interested in theories of gender and sexuality, critical race theory, and most importantly, 
sociology of the body in analyzing agency and structure. While comprising the minority 
race in contemporary Singapore, the Malays were originally part of the dominant race of 
the Malay Archipelago under the auspices of the Sultanate. Colonization and 
subsequently independence however, brought about the displacement of the Sultanate as 
well as the influx of immigrants into the Malay Archipelago, thereby displacing the 
Malays to the position of a minority ethnic group in Singapore. Since then, the dismal 
economic performance of the Malays has been subject to various cultural deficiency 
theories; most of which discursively construct the notion of the Malay race as being lazy, 
un-ambitious, and most importantly, bound by adat (rites and rituals, customs) marked by 
bodily excesses and rites and rituals of passion.
3
 The one constant factor associated with 
the Malays however, has been the Muslim identity imposed by the pre and post-colonial 
state, and maintained by members of the Malay community. 
If the Malay community has been largely depoliticized since the 
independence of Singapore, a more perceptible sense of malaise exists in acknowledging 
the history of activism of Malay women in Singapore. Few are aware of the existence of 
a vibrant, albeit contested, civil space fronted by Malay women, for other Malay women 
in pre-independence Singapore. On 31 October 1947 for instance, the Malay Women’s 
                                                 
3 For an extensive discussion of the way the Malay race has been discoursed and disciplined in general 
refer to the body of work by Syed Hussein AlAtas, most notably his book The Myth of the Lazy Native: A 
Study of the Image of the Malays, Filipinos and Javanese from the 16th to the 20th century and its Function 
in the Ideology of Colonial Capitalism (1977). For critical appraisals of the construction of the Malay race 
in contemporary Singapore refer to Li (1989), Rahim (1998), and Purushotam (1998).  
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Section of the Malay Union organized a meeting to “awaken political consciousness 
among Malay women and make them realize the need for intellectual and social reforms 
in their lives” (ST 1/11/1947).
4
 Such an example is one out of the many depicting 
instances of feminism within the Malay community. Since then, the print and visual 
media has been actively disengaged from any form of constructive interlocution with the 
community on issues concerning women’s empowerment and rights. Similarly, the 
education system denies the early Malay women activists a space; nowhere in the 
textbooks and reading materials in the formal education syllabus is reference made to 
these women and their contributions to the community. The need to constantly re-inscribe 
this sense of amnesia in recognizing activism of Malay women could at once be political 
as well as cultural. Politically, the multiple marginality – of being female, and Malay- of 
these women could function as a form of impetus for the consolidation of female 
“emancipatory” awareness, hence contributing to the collective desire to confront 
patriarchy and promote further gender equality. Culturally, the notion of a radical Malay 
woman entangled with the political threads of feminism is subversive due to the coercive 
de-coupling of the notion of “Malay woman” with ideals such as femininity, gentility, 
virtue, and submissiveness, that have desirable value within the Malay community, and 
the larger nation-state. It is therefore not surprising that very few Malays in contemporary 




                                                 
4 The Malay Union (Kesatuan Melayu Singapura) was formed in 1926 and functioned as a coalition partner 
to Singapore UMNO and MCA for the 1955 general elections. It went separate ways in 1959, and ended 
participation in the political scene soon after (“Singapore Elections” 2009). 
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The 1940s: “Waking up from their slumber and oppressed state” 
 
The immediate aftermath of the Japanese occupation witnessed the 
burgeoning of political activism in Singapore. Within the Malay community, the 
Angkatan Wanita Sedar (Leage of Aware Women), whose acronym “AWAS” made 
reference to a dangerous sense of militancy, was formed. As the women’s wing of the 
Singapore branch of the radical Party Kebangsaan Melayu Melaya (PKMM or Malay 
Nationalist Party)
5
, AWAS led by journalist Aishah Ghani, sought to “arouse in Malay 
women the consciousness of equal rights they have with men, free them from the old 
bonds of tradition and to socialize them” (Dancz 1987 as cited in Heng 1997: 36). 
AWAS’ radical objectives were instigated by its core leadership of politically active 
women who were the beneficiaries of an Islamic education in Sumatra, Indonesia in the 
1930s under teachers who were actively resisting Dutch colonial occupation (Dancz 
1987; Karim 1983 as cited in Heng 1997: 36). The women in AWAS launched 
campaigns to tackle illiteracy and provide education for village women, as well as 
improve the standard of hygiene and midwifery, and other initiatives for commercial sex 
workers. Despite Aishah’s notable absence from the organization a year later, the flames 
of radicalism continued to be fueled by her successor, Shamsiah Fakeh, who famously 
called upon Malay women “to wake up from their slumber and oppressed state,” and to 
go on strike (as cited in Harper 1998:72). The impetus for the radical, anti-religious 
                                                 
5 PKMM was formed on 17 October 1945 in Perak, Malaysia. The party was supposedly the first Malay 
political party formed in the immediate aftermath of the Japanese occupation of Malaya and was socialist in 
its orientation. PKMM also formed branches in various states such as Penang, Perlis, Selangor, Malacca 
and Singapore. AWAS was the female branch of the Party. In 1948, the Party was officially banned by the 




conservatism and anti-patriarchy stance of AWAS could be attributed to a sense of 
disenchantment felt by some Malay women in Singapore toward the inadequacy of the 
established Malay elites to attend to their welfare concerns in the immediate post-war 
years (Harper 1998). Yet its radicalism contributed to its eventual demise as AWAS is 
described to have “never appealed to the Malay masses” and was dissolved when PKMM 
disbanded in 1948 (Manderson 1980: 54-55, see also in Lim 1985: 22). Its female 
members were absorbed into national political parties, or joined the Communist 
underground (Dancz 1987; Karim 1983 as cited in Heng 1997). 
Within a cultural milieu that witnessed minimal effort at organized activism 
by women of other races in Singapore, a group of young Malay women under the 
leadership of Zahara binte Mohamed Noor, established the Malay Women’s Welfare 
Association (MWA). On 12 October 1947, Zahara, then treasurer of AWAS, was 
motivated by the desire to end the rampant exploitation of women by husbands who 
would pronounce divorce in a cavalier manner, and announced her decision to form the 
association in order “to make Malay men guarantee, when they marry, to support their 
wives for life” (ST 12/10/1947). The insertion of a singular sentence in the middle of the 
article that made reference to her as a “happily married woman of thirty seven” was 
perhaps an attempt at restoring some semblance of hetronormativity necessary to avoid 
charges of being anti-family and anti-marriage (ST 12/10/1947). Coupled with the 
sardonic reference to the compulsory membership fee of fifty cents in order to “provide 
brides with the wedding costumes” and the description of the organization as providing a 
conducive environment for eligible young women to establish contact with “prospective 
husbands” (ST 12/10/1947), this suggests the difficulty of disassociating women’s rights 
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from that of marital rights within the community. While such a co-relation appears at first 
hand to trivialize the formative aims of the association, an excavation of the history of 
women’s activism in the Malay community in Singapore reveals congruities in 
intentionality that demand more precise analysis in the following sections. For instance, 
despite its semi-conservative stance, the MWA was involved in various subversive 
activities in the 1940s. Zahara defied the ulama (religious elites) by planning the first 
revolutionary public procession by women to celebrate the 1947 Royal Wedding. She and 
her contemporaries were accorded special mention in the Malayan Tribune in an article 
sub-headed with the following caption: “Several Hundred Singapore Malay Women are 
Very Annoyed with their Muslim Leaders” (MT 24/11/1947). Although the women 
eventually withdrew their participation, they spearheaded an exhaustive debate in the 
forum pages of the newspaper with Zahara claiming, “We are also Muslims, and 
therefore we too know how far we are religiously privileged to act on any occasion” (MT 
24/11/1947). Although the MWA eventually dissolved, Zahara subsequently became a 
pro-tem member of the Singapore Council of Women (SCW), a multi-racial collective 
that fought for the institutionalization of the Women’s Charter in 1961 and to eliminate 
the “obsolete and oppressive marriage laws and to enact suitable legislation that would 
tend to the civil rights of women in Singapore” (“Minutes Pro-tem Committee” as cited 
in Chew 1994: 114). 
 
1950s: “Not of antagonism and feminism”  
The Singapore Council of Women (SCW) has been portrayed to be the 
brainchild of Shirin Fozdar, who called a public meeting in 1951 to unite a diverse array 
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of women’s organizations such as the Kamala Club and the Malay Women’s Welfare 
Association (MWA). It was agreed at the meeting that despite the "fine work done by the 
Young Women's Christian Association, the Social Welfare Department and the Malay 
Women's Welfare Association (MWA), their admirable work could not ameliorate the 
legal disabilities which women were suffering and which were the causes of many social 
evils" (“Minutes Pro-tem Committee” as cited in Chew 1994: 115); hence necessitating 
the setting up of a more “progressive” women’s council in Singapore. Yet ironically, the 
notion of a co-ordinated body to unite women had its precedence at a meeting organized 
by the MWA in 1951 (ST 13/10/1951). At that particular meeting, a group of 70 Malay 
women and 10 men, along with Shirin and Zahara, had gathered for a talk on the 
“emancipation of Malay women” by Sutan Shahrir, a women’s rights activist from 
Indonesia. Sutan distinguished the need to improve the status of women in society and 
further encouraged the women to forge closer working relationships (ST 13/10/1951).  
The year 1952 witnessed a myriad of positive political developments in 
Singapore. Lee Kuan Yew had just returned from his studies in England and was starting 
to mobilize the Postal Workers Union against the colonial government. Similarly, Shirin 
Fozdar had founded the SCW in an attempt at mobilizing women across races. Against 
such a backdrop, a group of 22 Muslim women joined forces to form the Persatuan 
Pemudi Islam Singapura (PPIS) in an attempt to champion “the rights of Muslim women 
in Singapore” (Mahmood and Rahman c2008: 6). From its inception, PPIS was governed 
by religious precepts. In recounting PPIS’ history, Kamsiah Abdullah, an academic and a 
former executive committee member began by citing the Prophet who had remarked that 
“women are the twin halves of men” and that “the world and all things in the world are 
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precious but the most precious thing in the world are virtuous women” (Mahmood and 
Rahman c2008: 6). Such proverbs were often used as a preamble to frame PPIS’ 
contribution to the community. Accordingly, Kamsiah was careful to delineate that the 
PPIS approach was unique as it was “not of antagonism and feminism but gently and 
graciously working hand in hand with other organizations, men included” (Mahmood and 
Rahman c2008: 6). The refusal to be acquainted with feminist ideologies occurs as a 
running thread throughout the entire book that documents PPIS’ history. Despite this, 
terms such as “female empowerment” and “championing the rights of women” 
(Mahmood and Rahman c2008: 30) were frequently brandished, but constrained within 
specific contexts such as the parameters of marriage and in the notion of “strong 
families” (Mahmood and Rahman c2008: 13). For much of its history, the PPIS was 
involved in advocating for greater marital rights for women. In 1957 for instance, it 
proposed for the reforms in the Muslims’ Ordinance of legislature that affected women 
and divorce rights (Mahmood and Rahman c2008).  
 
The 1960s: Sharing the burden of Nation building  
 
Malay women continued to be active in promoting women’s rights in the 
1960s. They began to participate in global efforts at women’s emancipation and 
attempted to contribute to the struggle for national development. On 12 February 1960 
for instance, the then Vice-President of the MWA Che Rohani binte Haji Amin was 
quoted in the Straits Times as having returned from the Conference of the Women’s 
International Democratic Participation in Jakarta. Drawing from her experience, Che 
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Rohani “called upon Malay women in Singapore to assume greater social responsibility” 
claiming that “it’s high time we realize that we cannot leave everything to men only.” 
(ST 12/02/1960). Citing the example of fellow Malay women engaged in the nation-
building struggle in Indonesia, she further associated social responsibility with the desire 
to play an integral role in “all the branches of national development” and to have greater 
visibility in the parliament so as to share “the burden of nation-building” (ST 
12/02/1960). The desire for greater political visibility became concretized when, Che 
Sahorah binte Ahmat, a Malay People’s Action Party Assemblywoman, proposed a bill to 
overcome the problem of economic maintenance for divorced Muslim wives in March 
1960 (ST, 04/03/1960 as cited in Lim 1985: 64). As a result, the Government legislated 
the 1960 Muslim (Amendment) Ordinance that empowered the Shariah Court to enforce 
legislative ruling and ensure the obligatory payment of “mas-kahwin” (dowry) and 
economic maintenance from husband to wife (ST, 04/03/1960) as cited in Lim 1985: 64). 
Malay women further asserted their presence in April 1962, when the Straits Times 
published a report about a group of young women who were tasked to marshal the 
kampong folks into a building in Geylang Serai to protest against the government’s plan 
to build flats and shophouses in the area (ST 20/04/1962). The image of the Malay 
women with red armbands, heralding the masses into sites of protest is at once striking 
and powerful as it is symbolic, of organized solidarity in the pursuit of subversive 
strategies. Additionally, it is also reminiscent of a past era, for the Malay woman who 
transgresses as such must be disciplined into invisibility within the context of 
contemporary Singapore.  
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The 1970s to present: “Upholding the Rights and Responsibilities of Women” 
 
From the 1970s onwards, the PPIS has been the sole credible women’s 
organization serving the Malay community. Even then, its initial days of advocacy have 
been replaced with an approach that prioritizes the social and welfare outreach and 
community service by providing counseling for divorce victims, conducting marriage 
preparatory courses, managing childcare services, and running numerous family service 
centres (Mahmood and Rahman c2008). Of particular relevance is a support group 
programme entitled M.A.W.A.R an acronym translated to mean “Upholding the Rights 
and Responsibilities of Women and their families”. However the notion of “rights” is 
once again limited to that pertaining to mothers; in this case single mothers with 
dependent children, by equipping them with entrepreneurial skills such as baking and 
sewing. Although it has attempted to reach out to younger women, it’s youth wing, An-
Nisaa (“The Women”), appears to be more interested in coordinating social activities 
such as fundraising as well as the occasional gatherings for Iftar (Ramadhan breaking of 
fast) and Hari Raya celebrations.  
In 2003, the PPIS was invited to join the Singapore Council of Women’s 
Organization (SCWO) working committee to discuss the ratification of the United 
Nations’ Convention for the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW) that aims to end sex-based discrimination and promote gender equality at the 
level of nation-state. The Singapore government had reservations in ratifying CEDAW 
due to the functioning of the Shariah laws that account for polygamy, divorce and 
inheritance issues (Mahmood and Rahman c2008). The PPIS involvement led to the 
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formation of the Committee for the Empowerment of Muslim Women (CEMW) within the 
organization to critically analyze the status of Muslim women in Singapore and to 
empower them with knowledge that would equip them to better manage their families. 
The progressive premise of the committee however, was severely limited when it was 
eventually placed under the purview of the An-Nisaa Centre of Women and the Social 
and Welfare department of PPIS. The placement seemed to be an awkward attempt at 
dealing with issues of female empowerment by ensconcing it within a particular restricted 
space of non-subversion as the centre focuses on middle-aged women and their 
“personal, social, and spiritual needs” as they journey into their golden years” (Mahmood 
and Rahman c2008: 92).  
As illustrated, the trajectory adopted by women activists in the Malay 
community privileged heteronormativity and marital rights. While these organizations of 
the 1940s to the 1960s espoused vocabularies of emancipation, they were concerned with 
defending women’s rights only and precisely within the sanctions of marriage. The 
struggle for women’s rights was therefore often predicated upon the larger goal of 
ensuring that women fulfill their potential as wives of virtuous men, with the exception of 
the smatterings of radicalism of the 1940s. The media too, appeared to be more willing to 
instigate debates on empowerment and constantly publicized radical assertions by 
members of women’s organization. That such fervor eventually tapered off by the 1970s 
must not only be attributed to the ideological apparatus of the post-independence 
authoritarian state, but also the processes of Islamic revivalism. The latter was motivated 
by the resurgence of Islamization in the Middle East that reached Singapore by way of 
the dakwah (piety) movement that emanated from the university and trickled down to the 
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masses (Abdullah 1989, see also Nagata 1984).
6
 Greater economic empowerment of the 
1980s also led to an increase in sojourns to Mecca for the holy pilgrimage. The religious 
revivalism further led to the spread of ideas such as the importance of veiling legitimized 
by interpretations of the Quran and the Hadith (traditions of the prophets). With that, the 
disciplining of women’s bodies became a central focus of the revivalist movement that 
perceived Malay women’s bodies as docile bodies that had to be disciplined into useful, 
productive, and virtuous bodies. Along with this, some form of amnesia of the relative 















                                                 
6 Additionally, the Muslim community in Singapore was dealing with the after effects of the racial riots of 
1969, which brought forth questions of Malay identity as well as religious identity in a secular nation-state.  
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CHAPTER 2: FIGURATIONS OF WOMENHOOD IN THE MALAY 
COMMUNITY  
 
If the years between 1940s and 1960s witnessed the interplay of extensive 
debates in the local media regarding the emancipatory possibilities of Malay women in 
Singapore, the perceptible silencing of such debates from the 1970s onwards suggest an 
active effort within the community at discursively constructing an ideal of the Malay 
woman bound by the tropes of domesticity that complements the patriarchal 
interpretation of women’s rights and gender roles at the level of nation-state.
7
 But who is 
the ideal Malay woman and what are her aspirations? In light of the extensive 
technological developments of the 21
st
 century and the globalization of print, visual, and 
electronic media in developed countries, one would expect the ontology of the “Malay 
woman” in Singapore to be substantively affected by the range of possibilities brought 
about by greater economic and social freedom, and the rising possibility of non-
normative reproductive methods, that would alter her perception of conventional 
gendered roles and responsibilities premised upon rigid binaries. Yet the ideal Malay 
woman as portrayed in the local Malay media seems to have eschewed the radicalism of 
her earlier contemporaries, instead desiring to embrace culturally sanctioned values such 
as virtue in the attainment of a gendered ideal.  
In her book, Gender in the Mirror: Cultural Imagery and Women’s Agency, 
Diana Meyers utilizes the term “figurations of womenhood” (2002: 25) to refer to the 
stock concepts and interpretive schemas of cultures; namely the “dominant systems of 
tropes, mythic tales and pictorial images that encode the various meanings of 
womenhood and norms applied to women”. These figurations of womenhood are often 
                                                 
7 For a discussion on the nation-state and patriarchy, see Chan (2000). 
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packaged to tantalize and transform behavioral and psychological imperatives into 
enduring and emotionally compelling forms that resist critique. This section therefore 
engages in a critical analysis of the core portrayals of Malay women in the Berita Harian 
from 1970s to 2009 in order to uncover the discursive constructions of gendered ideals in 
constituting the ideal Malay woman.
8
 Emergent and repetitive themes such as education, 
career, gender awareness and domesticity will be analysed within the necessary socio-
political and historical contexts. 
 
“Sedikit ingatan untuk bersihkan rumah” 
In the 1970s, numerous articles dedicated to Malay women in Berita Harian 
focused on the importance of understanding food nutrition and household management. 
Women were regularly issued with caustic reminders such as the following article (refer 
to Fig 1): 
 
 
Figure 1: “Sadikit ingatan untok bersehkan rumah” (“Gentle  
reminder to clean the house”) (BH 08/08/1972) 
                                                 
8 The year 1970 was selected as the starting point as that was the year that Singapore had its own Malay 
language paper. Previously, the paper catered to Malays of both Singapore and Malaysia and minimal 




Despite the euphemistic intonations of a “gentle reminder” the article openly berated 
women for poor time management and failing to organize the household effectively. The 
assumption was that women were too overindulgent and lazy and needed to discipline 
their bodies to function with greater efficacy. To convince stubborn women, the task of 
cleaning the house was associated with morality, an “important duty” that had to be 
performed with chivalry and pride for it “involves [the] family’s health” (BH 8/8/1972). 
The recurrent motif of  “nurture for national development” received constant articulation 
in a series of articles in the early 1970s that called upon women to undergo a “paradigm 
shift” and perceive domestic knowledge as a necessary corollary to “guarding the welfare 
of citizens” and subsequently, the success of the nation-state (BH 14/07/1970). The 
domestic sphere was thus one in which women had the opportunity to excel in, and be 
allocated a definitive space, and when pursued with optimal efficiency, would provide 
women with opportunities to be involved in social and civic affairs evidential of a “better 
standard of living” (BH 14/07/1970).  
 
“Isteri bergaji lebih tinggi harus hormati suaminya sebagai ketua rumahtangga” 
 
The mid 1970s witnessed the expansion of the industrial and service sector 
and the rising proportion of women in the labor force and in tertiary institutes of 
education.
9
 Despite possibilities of economic empowerment, women continued to be 
                                                 
9 The number of women graduates had increased from 26.9 percent in 1962 to 47 percent in 1975. In terms 
of employment, the proportion of women in the labor work force had increased from 18 percent (1957) to 
25.7 percent (1970) and 30.2 percent (1975). For a further discussion on educational and employment 
patterns in the 1970s, See Cheng (1977).   
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warned of the perils of excessive modernization and reminded of the benefits of 
domestication. To mark International Women’s Year in 1975, the then Prime Minister 
Lee Kuan gave a speech at a National Trade Union Congress seminar articulating the 
tensions between a woman’s role as an economic contributor and as a domestic agent.
10
 
Lee suggested that the nation-state had achieved success in providing access to education 
and employment for women “without too great an upset in traditional family 
relationships” as households were still dominated by men who barely contributed to the 
household chores. Instead of espousing greater egalitarianism within the domestic space, 
Lee concluded that changes in social attitudes “cannot come by legislation” and “should 
be allowed to develop naturally”. The approach that combined a state-endorsed gendered 
division of domestic labor with promoting women as crucial contributors to the economy 
was motivated by Lee’s assertion that societies that educated their women while 
encouraging them to help them nurture the next generation were likely to progress at an 
exceptional rate.  
At the same time, a similar dialectic was orchestrated in the Malay media 
where women were warned against considering themselves as “modern” or “successful” 
by virtue of working outside the confines of the household and were simultaneously 
reminded of their responsibilities within the domestic sphere (BH 1/10/1975). The non-
egalitarian gender roles espoused by the government also had its echoes within the 
community with numerous articles discussing a woman’s status in marriage. In the article 
below (Fig. 2), women who were more successful were reminded to continue to respect 
their husbands and dissuade themselves from “being proud and thinking of themselves as 
head of the family.” 
                                                 






Figure 2:  “Isteri bergaji lebih tinggi harus 
hormati suaminya sebagai ketua 
rumahtangga” (“Women who earn more 
should respect their husbands as head of the 
household”) (BH 26/08/75). 
 
 
The irrational fear of subversion by women who had gained economic empowerment was 
often resolved by a return to gendered binaries. Despite attaining greater success in her 
education and career, a woman had to remember that she was “merely a dutiful wife” 
(“hanya seorang isteri”) subject to the authority of her husband within the domestic 
sphere (BH 26/08/1975). In one particular instance, a female role model cited an 
idiomatic saying, “kera di hutan disusukan dan anak di rumah mati kelaparan” that 
warned women against extending help to the external sphere or wider community while 
neglecting the domestic sphere or one’s own family (BH 05/05/1984). To counter 
accusations of insolence, women therefore had to constantly rectify their husband’s status 
 24 
as heads of the household, by continuously seeking permission from the husbands 
(“mintak izin suami”) before contributing to the community (BH 14/06/1988). 
In 1990, there was an attempt to steer the discourse on gender toward greater 
egalitarianism. An article was published in Berita Harian entitled, “Memang Patut Anak 
Lelaki Dididik Urus Rumahtangga” (“Young Boys should be taught to manage the 
household”) motivated by Lee Kuan Yew’s speech during the Anniversary of Women 
PAP in which he suggested that young boys should be trained to grow up into men who 
assist their wives in housework. The article drew a wealth of responses from women 
themselves who saw it fair for men to assist in domestic chores if they were expected to 
be co-contributors to the family income. To further institutionalize this, they suggested 
for home economics to be taught to both boys and girls (BH 10/07/1990). For every 
attempt at expanding the discourse on gender dynamics, there were regressive stances 
portrayed. In his National Day rally of 1994 for instance, then Prime Minister Goh Chok 
Tong espoused the importance of preserving the traditional family unit that had 
contributed to Singapore’s stability and progress. In such a unit, the husband would be 
the “primary provider” for the family and the wife, the “home-maker and co-
breadwinner”, as opposed to some “Western societies” that had relegated men to the 
position of a “non-essential extra” (ST 10/09/1994). The dominant position of men would 
be further entrenched by way of “rights and benefits targeted at the family” and 
“channeled through the man”, and “laws and rules” that would be “framed towards this 
objective” (ST 10/09/1994). Goh’s remark came in the aftermath of his earlier 
denouncement of the possibility of gender equality due to the "anthropological 
asymmetries" between men and women – the traditions in a patriarchal society – that had 
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to be accepted (ST 10/09/1994). While critics accused the “anti-women” and patriarchal 
stance of the government, others pointed that the rhetoric of gender inequality had been 
consistent since independence. Although the Women’s Charter that was established in 
1961 sought to protect women’s civil rights and ensure equal opportunities for education, 
it had eschewed "doctrinaire symmetry" between men and women by holding the man 
financially responsible for the family and the woman and children as his dependants (ST 
10/09/1994).  
Five years later, a seminar entitled “Women in the 21
st
 Century: Challenges 
and Choices” was organized (BH 7/09/1999) for the Malay community. The panel of 
Muslim women academics concluded that it was not impossible to accept men as 
househusbands following the footsteps of countries such as Germany that had 
institutionalized gender equalizing state incentives. Such efforts were timely as women 
were more educated and had the option of pursuing their education or career, remaining 
single or getting married, or all of the options. The shifting portrayals of gender 
egalitarianism within the family reflect the contested terrain of family life, a site in which 
desires for greater egalitarianism often percolates with pervasive anxieties over change 
especially when confronted with the socio-economic progress of women. In many ways, 
the domestic sphere functions as a safe space for the enactment of contestations where 
anxieties toward the demise of the patriarchal nuclear family and the nostalgic yearnings 
for the stability and security of an imagined “home” can coexist in tension with longings 




Heroic workers who are also good mothers and good wives 
 
The insistent imposition of domesticity upon women despite their socio-
economic progress from the 1980s onwards was in line with the imagined sense of 
cultural vulnerability espoused by the ruling party of Singapore, the People’s Action 
Party. Confronted with the forces of globalization and the absence of a concrete “national 
culture”, a conception of national identity premised upon “Asian Values” was propagated 
to enhance the sense of rootedness and contribute to a sense of imagined solidarity (Chua 
1995a). The Asian Values was intended to mitigate the excessive westernization, part of 
which presumably included a wider space for emancipatory possibilities for women. In 
the 1990s, the ideology was further appended to a moralizing ethos under the banner of 
“Shared Values”, in which Singapore’s economic competitiveness was attributed to the 
regard for communitarian values as opposed to individualism that would seemingly 
hinder progress. The focus on the primacy of community before self also served the dual 
function of providing the government with an avenue to reject certain demands such as 
greater autonomy in the name of “national” or collective interest (Chua 1995a: 2-3). The 
women of the nation-state were therefore expected to shoulder the responsibility of 
producing effective workers for the economy over preserving their personal choices for 
reproductive function. Indeed, Lee Kuan Yew himself believed that women just could not 
“be doing a full-time job heavy job like a doctor or engineer and run a home and bring up 
children” (ST 15/08/1983 also see Chan 2000: 51).  
Additionally, Lee had observed then that graduate women were more 
susceptible to remaining single or having fewer children, and therefore introduced the 
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Graduate Mother Scheme in 1984 to accord children of tertiary educated mothers priority 
in school registration, while giving a $10 000 incentive for the rest to sterilize themselves 
after having two children (Chan 2000). The government’s rationale was to therefore 
educate women just sufficiently in order for them to be active contributors to the 
economy, in hope that they would feel compelled to embrace their procreative and 
nurturing function and utilize their education as a platform to nurture future generations 
of economically viable citizens. Indeed, 25 years later, Lee Kuan Yew was still 
bemoaning the “lifestyle choice” of educated women who were past 30 and were 
reluctant to marry or procreate as they had “enjoyed singlehood”. Reflecting on his own 
daughter, he conceded that it was a “choice” that women had made, “so who am I to 
complain except that society lives with the consequences of it” (ST 21/3/2009). Once 
again, although the contemporary woman of Singapore was allowed to articulate her 
gender possibilities, her body still had to bear the burden of economic 
disenfranchisement. 
Similarly, the Malay media was rife with positive portrayals of women who 
succeeded in both the spheres of career and family. The repeated imagery of such a 
woman is not a mere “mechanical recurrence of sameness” but instead, fulfills the 
function of promoting the persistence of “sameness in difference” (Trinh 1993: 203) 
thereby solidifying gender expectations despite the multiplicity of socio-economic 
changes across the years. At the same time, women’s desires are discursively reproduced 
to resemble some form of fixity bound by the essentially nurturing nature of her maternal 
body, instead of something that was socially constructed, fluid, and transformable. By 
transposing the ideal of the independent woman to the domestic realm, the pursuit of 
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virtuous motherhood could be constructed to be asymmetrical with the pursuit of 
economic success, thereby allowing it to exist complementarily with the ideology of 
pragmatism. In the Berita Harian, various women who balanced both ideals were often 
heralded as role models for the community (BH 21/03/81 (see Figure 3; BH 24/07/1990; 




Figure 3: “Ibu pegang jawatan2 di 10 pertubuhan” (“Mother holds position 
in 10 organizations”), (BH 21/03/1981) 
 
 
Malay women who were well educated were encouraged to derive inspiration from 
exemplary women like Haslinda Zamani, who was accorded a Public Service 
Commission scholarship to pursue her undergraduate studies at the UC Berkeley and 
graduate studies at Yale, and who affirmed that nurturing her own children was another 
way of contributing to the community and nation (BH 4/01/2001). Trinh T. Minh-ha 
refers to such exemplary notions of “heroic workers who are also good mothers and good 
wives” as denial of the full articulation of gender by the “male-centered spectacle” in 
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society, “even and especially when the spectacle exalts feminism” by promoting certain 
women’s rights such as that to education and employment (1993: 203). Within the Malay 
community, the palpable fear surrounding the image of a modern, progressive career 
woman, is often conclusively feminized into culturally sanctioned and similarly non-
threatening motherhood and domesticity. 
 
“Wanita anggun si merah jambu” 
 
The debate on career versus domesticity was often concluded by re-situating 
the woman as conduits of beauty whose primary concern should be the disciplining of her 
docile body into an ideal body. In 1975, a former Member of Parliament of Queensland, 
Australia, Rosemary Kyburz was described as a “radical” woman who, despite existing in 
a field conventionally dominated by men, never considered her femininity to be 
threatened due to her indulgence in beauty rituals such as taking care of her “face, 
clothes, hairstyle, and never missing out on using makeup” (BH 1/10/1975). More than 
20 years later, the notion of ideal beauty and bodily discipline continue to be repeatedly 
presented in the Malay media. On 20 March 2009, BH publicized a seminar entitled 
“Wanita Anggun Si Merah Jambu” (“the beautiful lady in pink”, see fig. 4) that would be 
organized at the Bukit Batok Community Centre to educate women on the different ways 
of applying make-up and wearing the tudung (scarf). The incorporation of desired modes 
of veiling was probably an attempt at ensuring that the lesson on the management of 
beauty was not trivialized by corroborating its aims with the demands of piety, in this 





Figure 4: “Making Changes”: Ms. Lynn (left) demonstrates the 
different ways of wearing the tudung suitable for dinner 
functions.  
 
That Success Initiatives Private Limited organized the seminar suggest the collapsing of 
the dual notions of success and beauty, in which the former is attained through the pursuit 
of virtuous beauty as opposed to markers such as educational or economic success. The 
article is accompanied by a side column, “Di Sebalik Makna Anggun” (“Beneath the 
Meaning of Elegance”) that references iconic women such as Aishah, the wife of prophet 
Muhammad well regarded for her beauty and wisdom and Khadijah, exemplary for 
disciplining her body and maintaining beauty despite ageing. Voicing out against the 
idolizing of “Western role models”, it insists upon the need to extend the definition of 
elegance and beauty beyond physicality to the regard for virtuous conduct.  
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Within the Malay community, it is a common cultural expectation for middle-
aged women to wear the tudung despite their lack of ascription to Islam, or their refusal 
to veil when younger. Public figures such as actresses and singers are often portrayed to 
turn to religiosity as they age. The two images below portray Kartina Dahari, a 1970s 
singer famed for her beauty and vocal prowess and her transformation into a pious elderly 
(BH 22/03/09) (Fig. 5).  
 
 Figure 5: (Left) Kartina Dahari now, photo with caption: “Kartina 
Dahari looks extraordinary wherever she goes, here she is in London”. 




 Once clad in figure-hugging outfits and sporting the trendiest hairstyles, Kartina has 
purportedly shunned the materialistic entertainment world, spending her days fasting and 
reciting the Qur’an to make up for the liberalism of her younger days. Kartina is further 
described to value simplicity and “malay values” such as propriety in dressage. In her 
analysis of women’s disciplining their bodies through restricted movement and posture, 
alluring ornaments and clothing, and elaborate beauty routines Sandra Lee Bartky 
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suggests that women recoil from the idea of subverting patriarchal demands upon their 
bodies as the very idea of repudiating values that are constitutive of their sense of self is 
too unsettling (1990: 77). As will be explicated in the following chapters however, the 
maintenance of a docile body to corroborate with the demands of culture and religion is 
better situated within Michel Foucault’s notion of technologies of the self that empowers 
an individual without the necessary recourse to subversion.  
 




In the article below (Figure 6) the work of sociologist Ralph Glasser was 
referenced to highlight the economic and technological developments by the year 2000 
that would release women from “domestic drudgery” and allow for greater political 




Figure 6: “Kaum wanita akan memegang kuasa ekonomi dan 





The article concluded with skepticism of the possibility of a “happier and peaceful 
world” when “women become leaders”, and when the “violence of the years of 
patriarchal colonization” is eradicated. Despite Glasser’s skepticism, the Berita Harian 
published numerous articles in the 1980s that addressed the need to improve the status of 
Malay women in society. These articles often publicized the seminars organized by 
various organizations to address the issue of women’s empowerment. For instance, the 
seminar “Hak kedudukan wanita Islam dalam Masyarakat” (“the rights and status of 
muslim women in the community”) (BH 03/05/1980) was jointly organized by the 
women’s wing of Pertapis and the executive committee of Madrasah Alsagoff and the 
topics discussed included women’s rights in marriage and inheritance, the ideal woman in 
Islam, and commendable ways to nurture children. At the same time, the article described 
the sub-committee within Pertapis termed “Ibubela” (“defending mothers”) that aimed to 
provide mothers with moral and religious guidance and to assist women who were 
considered to be “deviants” (“tercicir”) or were suffering from “moral depravity” (“telah 
runtuh akhlaknya”) (BH 03/05/1980, BH). The notion of empowerment was thus strongly 
tied to religious and cultural conceptions of virtue and dutiful behavior. Besides the 
confinement of rights within the culturally sanctioned sphere of marriage and virtuous 
conduct, women were also rallied by Suriati Karim, the secretariat of the women’s wing 
of NTUC to participate in the labor union in order to eradicate the negative stereotypes of 
them as being “passive” and “disinterested” about their own welfare. Suriati described 
her biggest obstacle as the instillation of awareness in women to not depend on their 
husbands for economic empowerment, and to change their perception of merely 
belonging to the domestic sphere. She did concede however, that Malay women had 
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become “more aware of the importance of career and education” as well as their basic 
rights (BH 06/05/1986).  
Although it may seem as if the nation-state and the community were en route 
to greater gender egalitarianism, in 1994, Lee Kuan Kew was infamous for announcing to 
the world that the government had been "young, ignorant and idealistic" in according 
immediate educational and employment rights to well-educated women as it had the 
effect of delaying their marriage. Instead, Lee proclaimed his partiality toward the 
Japanese system in which  
attractive and intelligent young ladies went to finishing 
colleges where they learned modern languages and all the 
social graces which would make them marvelous helpers of 
their husband's career…The Asian male does not like to have a 
wife who is seen to be his equal at work, who may be earning 
as much if not more than he does. He is not wearing the pants. 
That is an enormous loss of face (ST 10/09/1994). 
His chauvinistic remarks angered women’s organizations like the SCWO and AWARE, 
both of whom called upon the government to re-evaluate ideals of masculinity to become 
relevant to the changing times, instead of favoring regressive policies. Both organizations 
intensified their involvement in the civil society sphere, with AWARE setting up its sub-
committee for the Malay community on August 1996 with activities planned to cater to 
the interests of Malay volunteers such as helpline training to handle divorce, health-
related, and ageing matters. AWARE also announced its plan to collaborate with 
Malay/Muslim, grassroots, and mosque organizations to organize seminars and 
programmes for Malay women (BH 06/08/1996).  
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In defense of his chauvinism, Lee Kuan Yew himself insisted that the 
government’s promotion of educational rights for women was not borne out of respect for 
gender equality but of economic pragmatism, of positing women as equal contributors to 
the economy (ST 09/01/2000). Chua (1995b: 59) refers to the capitalist-oriented 
efficiency as the culture of pragmatism that formed the conceptual framework of the day-
to-day operations of the PAP government, which saw it as being the “natural”, 
“necessary”, and “realistic” solutions to the problems of nation-building. Incidentally, by 
focusing on women’s responsibility toward their families, and the family as a locus of 
nurturing activities, social responsibility is confined to the domestic sphere, thereby 
allowing the government to limit their state welfarism and absolving them of any blame 
of the community’s economic lag. Almost fifteen years later, an article published in 
Berita Harian attests to the rising number of Malay women holding executive positions in 
the Malay Activity Executive Committees (MAEC) in various community centers around 
Singapore (BH 12/12/2008). The article concludes with the analogy of “a woman behind 
every successful man”, who should be encouraged to get more involved in social work 
and community-based activities. The analogy functions to allay the insecurities over the 
loss of patriarchal dominance, while at the same time functioning to regulate the 
monstrous potentiality of the empowered woman. As if bearing testament to Glasser’s 





(Figure 7: The hand that rocks the cradle. 
Woman: We have to remember that the hand 
that rocks the cradle will shake the world! 
Man:...and “shake” my faith he! He!) 
 
 
in which a woman is depicted to be addressing an audience, with her fists raised up in the 
air, reminding them that “it’s the hands that rock the cradle that will shake the world.” 
Her austere message is downplayed by the portrayal of a male member of the audience 
reacting to her speech by trivializing her and reducing it to her excessive sexuality that 
has the capacity to “threaten his faith”.  This has the dual effect of either trivializing 
masculinity, or reducing the image of an empowered, outspoken female to a caricature. 
The Malay woman, despite being able to shake the world, eventually only exists as the 
projection of Male desire. Presented in a ludicrous manner, the excessive characterization 
of the male member of audience when faced with an empowered woman diminishes its 
real-ness, inasmuch as it preserves his masculine competency.  
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Despite the display of skepticism towards feminism, the Malay media did 
recently attempt to publish a range of views in their coverage of the saga that engulfed 
the Association of Women for Action and Research (AWARE) organization earlier this 
year. In May 2009, Singapore’s civil society sphere bore witness to a series of vibrant 
contestations when the feminist organization AWARE had its own internal power tussle. 
At an earlier Annual General Meeting, a group of conservative women with pro-
Christianity leanings hijacked the organization and took over the executive committee, 
citing their disapproval of the old executive committee’s alleged pro-homosexuality 
agenda and their liberal attitude towards sexuality in their sex-education courses. The 
ensuing debate was constructed as that of secularism versus conservatism, with the 
hijacking of secular space by an intolerant minority. While the old guards eventually 
regained their power at a momentous gathering at Suntec city after a no-confidence vote 
for the new executive committee, the media coverage for the saga was divided between 
elation at the surprising vibrancy of civil society, as well as expressions of horror at the 
supposedly unfeminine display of behavior of women who went in droves to cast their 
vote for the old guard. Some, like columnist Sumiko Tan of the Straits Times accused the 
more than 2000 women who attended the gathering of being raucous and displaying 
‘unbecoming behavior’ that was ‘disquieting and disgusting’ (ST 05/05/2009).  In the 
aftermath of the saga, the Berita Harian too adopted a range of perspectives in discussing 
it. Columnist A. Rahman Basrun “never expected women to be so fierce” (“tidak 
terbayang kaum hawa begitu garang”, see Figure 8) but at the same time regarded the 
showdown at Suntec as “evidence of women’s awareness of gender issues and their 




(Figure 8: “Pabila Kaum Hawa Bangkit Menuntut” (“When Women Rise and Demand”). 
The caption reads: The presence of hundreds of women at Suntec City for the AWARE 
meeting last Saturday demonstrates that they continue to be conscious of their rights). 
 
 
At the same time he warned AWARE to be culturally sensitive and called upon Malay 
women to contextualize notions of egalitarianism within the context of Malay culture. 
Other columnists such as Pak Oteh (pseudonym) saw the AWARE saga as a form of 
“revelation” for it brought to surface the pro-homosexuality agenda of the organization 
inimical to the conservative values held by the so-called majority (BH 11/05/2009). 
Others wrote to the forum page of BH calling upon Malay women to contextualize the 
notion of women rights within Islam instead of turning to radicalism (BH 20/05/2009, 
BH 29/04/2009).  In order to warn Malay women against recourse to “Western 
feminism”, articles in the BH often criticize the “Western media” for depicting Muslim 
women as being oppressed, despite the extensive rights accorded to her by Islam such as 
the right to education and inheritance (BH 27/03/2009 BH). In one such article, the 
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Prophet is portrayed as a champion of women’s rights for requesting that women veil 
themselves so as to prevent themselves from being treated as sex objects (BH 
28/03/2008) (Figure 9). 
 
         (Figure 9: “Memohon Kemaafan Allah” (Asking for God’s forgiveness). This   
         picture accompanies the article on women’s rights. The caption reads: All the  
         birds in the sky will pray for women who obey their husbands, take care of  
         themselves, and their prayers and fasting). 
 
 
The article also highlights the bravery of pious and virtuous women in the Islamic 
tradition such as Balqis and Rabiatul Al-Adawiyah. While the notion of rights is brought 
to the fore, it is repeatedly situated within the framework of piety, obedience, as well as 
virtuous conduct as a mother and wife. While the members of the community often 
downplay instances of feminism, they also guard themselves against accusations of 
patriarchal oppression by utilizing the notion of “pahala” (rewards in afterlife) in religion 
as a way to mediate the lack of space for subversion accorded to Malay women.  
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Scaffolding the Working Body 
 
 
With Malay identity so strongly interspersed with Muslim identity, 
conceptions of the Malay body are often mediated not just through the lens of religion, 
but also Malay adat (culture), both of which place rigorous emphasis on the disciplining 
of the female body. Given the centrality of the body in the Malay culture and Islam, it is 
therefore surprising that no scholar, feminist or otherwise, has attempted a rigorous 
scholarship of agency premised upon the embodied potentialities of the Malay, Muslim, 
gendered self. The few that attempt to do so like Ong (c1995, 1987) or Etin (2006) often 
set the limits of discursive analysis to the body as cultural representation, paying cursory 
attention to the analysis of embodiment so crucial to formulations of agency. Why is 
there a lack of critical appraisal of the relationship between embodiment and the Malay 
female self-hood and subject formation? Two factors can possibly account for this, firstly 
as a strategic attempt at subverting colonial discourse that posits the Malay race as 
possessing “Earthy”, “bodily”, “passionate” and “excessive” bodies (Swettenham 1921); 
and secondly as a form of knowledge reclamation by feminists who begrudge the return 
to embodiment for it further dichotomizes female agency and relegates it to the 
trivializing realm of the “emotional” body as opposed to the masculine cerebral mind. 
However, the regard for embodiment in defining self-hood does not have to remain 
uncritical. Nick Crossley’s conception of “reflexive body techniques” suggests that 
agents impute reflexivity in embodied rituals as manifest through their interactions, and 
are passed along with the norms, values, meanings and identities that attach to them, 
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through the chains of interactions within networks (2006: 109). To relate such a concept 
within the boundaries of this research premise, it involves the critical exploration of the 
intersections of adat, religion, gender, and embodiment in constituting the agency of 
Malay women in Singapore, a premise that has not been sufficiently explored by existing 
anthropological and sociological discourses. 
In elucidating upon bodily ethics and ritual conventions, Saba Mahmood in 
her book Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject associates the 
trend of disregarding the precise embodied habituation of ethics with the Kantian 
tradition that conceives of ethics as “an abstract system of regulatory norms, value and 
principles” (2005: 119). Conversely, she proposes the examination of particular forms of 
“positive ethics” that are exemplified by way of “specific sets of procedures, techniques, 
and exercises” (2005: 119). Such an examination is necessary in order to understand the 
“substantive context” of ethics (Mahmood 2005: 119). In pursuing such an 
epistemological framework, what is required is therefore not a mere examination of the 
values embedded within moral codes, but the different ways in which they are habituated 
by embodied agents, and the different relationships that are subsequently established 
between any particular norm and the “various constitutive elements of the self (body, 
reason, emotion, volition, and so on) (Mahmood 2005: 119). In other words, Mahmood 
(2005) suggests that the architectures of the self can only be understood by examining 
bodily practices, an approach that reverses the usual order of examining the unconscious 
or interiority in order to culturally specific somatic forms. Such an approach would allow 
one to better comprehend the kind of bodywork engaged upon by agents in order to 
realize particular modalities of being and personhood.  
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How do you empower these women? 
 
 
During the various interviews I conducted with a few women, the topic of 
career often functioned as a vantage point, a conversation icebreaker from which other 
intimate topics could be subsequently broached. Talking about career also allowed a 
glimpse of the kind of “bodily performativity” (Butler 1993) that occurs in the production 
of labor, and became a crucial starting point from which notion of bodily discipline and 
virtuous dispositions could be uncovered. I was first introduced to one of my respondents 
Hana, by a close friend who often enthusiastically described the former’s passion for 
social work and activism. I knew from the beginning that Hana would function as a 
critical “control” to the rest of my respondents who were in their twenties. At the age of 
53, Hana embodies the ideal womanhood that the rest of my respondents aspired towards. 
Despite her petite frame, she was extremely feisty and displayed an unwavering passion 
and dedication for community work. She was also married and had successfully raised 
two daughters who were in the banking and journalism industry. Regaling me with the 
tales of struggles she faced while working at a prominent Muslim women’s organization 
in Singapore, Hana attributed her natural predisposition towards leadership to her first 
permanent vocation at 19 years of age. As an Immigration Officer, Hana claimed that she 
was “plunged into the deep end” and “put into the position like a lieutenant in the army”; 
having to manage a group of “pakciks” (Malay men) in the forties and above. In order to 
cultivate a favorable working relationship with them, she had to “win them over” and did 
so by making sure that she constantly displayed patience and a gentle demeanor befitting 
a nubile, young woman, instead of a “fierce or proud face”. At the same time, her 
 43 
firmness led to her reputation preceding her to the extent that news would “immediately 
spread” if she was scheduled to do her rounds for inspection. Hana stopped working at 
the Immigrations in 1999, despite objections from her superior and the burden of 
impending monetary commitments, claiming that she “had a strong calling” to raise her 
children. As she aged, this “strong calling” appeared to have transferred from her 
daughter to her granddaughter. Indeed, at one such particular meeting, Hana had to bring 
along her granddaughter, whom she was babysitting. The day she tendered her 
resignation in 1999, Hana claimed that her husband obtained a minor raise, “from 
dispatch rider to clerk”. However, she insisted that it was “nothing compared to what I 
was doing, but well, all for the sake of the children.” 
Hana saw her re-employment many years later as a social worker at a Muslim 
Women’s organization as one of “Allah taala’s plan” for her. Being placed in charge of 
the welfare of single mothers was like coming full circle for her as she could derive from 
her mother’s experience in raising her family. She claimed that she excelled at her job, 
often raking in the highest numbers of distressed calls among her colleagues. She also 
initiated a mini entrepreneurship scheme for single mothers that involved baking, 
bringing in eight to ten thousand dollars worth of profit for a month’s sale. As she 
recalled those moments, she enthused that even then, she was often bogged down by one 
question, “How do you empower these women?” When asked to further define her 
understanding of the concept of “empowerment”, Hana referred to financial 
empowerment and the empowerment through marriage, two crucial issues she considered 
necessary for every woman to be aware of. 
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Under the programme for single mothers, Hana organized discussion groups, 
recreation sessions, and skills-training workshops such as baking and sewing. When the 
programme received a 20 000 dollars grant by a donor, Hana used the money to equip the 
mothers with ovens and sewing machines, and hired trainers to teach them baking and 
sewing so that they could embark on their own businesses. She claimed that she left such 
an indelible remark on the lives of women that they told her that they would not have 
stayed on with the programme without her presence and encouragement. When she left 
the organization in 2008, she formed her own support group for single mothers and 
managed to singlehandedly organize a bakesale for the mothers that brought in 4,400 
dollars. Her personal sense of responsibility toward these women spurred her to hand out 
personal loans to the women as initial capital, without her husband’s knowledge. She 
claimed that her husband would brush off her intentions by reminding her that it was “not 
[her] problem”. Disagreeing with his sentiments, she confided, “But I am a different 
person, I will take it upon myself to help others. If I can help them, why not? Besides, all 






Hana’s association of leadership with masculinity could perhaps be attributed 
to her awareness of the need to discipline her body in order to qualify the authority that 
seems from it to be permissible. As such, while Hana was keen to fulfill her 
responsibilities with deft precision, she was always made conscious of the cultural mores 
that dictate conduct between Malay men and women, and was therefore aware that as a 
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woman, she needed to “ambil hati mereka” (“win their hearts”). Although she made the 
extra effort to enact the ideals of patience, perseverance and gentility, this pleasant 
exterior was carefully balanced with a necessary display of sheer tenacity - a process that 
required an active attempt at disciplining her exterior disposition- that caused her to 
possess a credible reputation at her work place. The third wave French feminists such as 
Luce Irigaray (1985) and Joan Riviere (2000) who encourage a return to female sexuality 
and feminine accoutrements in order to derive certain strategic and/or subversive gains 
would regard Hana’s docility as a form purposeful “mimicry” or “masquerade”. The 
converse however, is reflected in my ethnographic data. Although Hana was aware of the 
need to regulate her embodied action to suit the cultural demands of femininity and 
gentility and subsequently achieve success at the workplace, she also displayed at various 
instances, the keen awareness of her responsibilities as a wife and mother. In attempting 
to understand this desire to regulate one’s body, Michel Foucault’s conception of the 
“techniques of the self” potentially functions as a useful framework. Foucault (1995: 166) 
provides a useful framework to understand body visibility (the visible docile body) as a 
kind of prelude to various forms of control and subsequently resistance, as his theory of 
the docile body and the technologies of the self seems to assume the need for a material 
body upon which discipline can be exerted.  
In Discipline and Punish (1995), Foucault posits the idea of the body as not 
only being a text of culture, but also a practical, direct locus of social control. Bodies are 
shaped, trained, and inscribed with historical forms of selfhood, desire, and femininity 
through the organization and regulation of the time, space, and movements of daily life. 
As such, bodies in the Foucaultian context assume the role of “docile bodies” whose 
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forces and energies are habituated to external regulation, subjection, transformation, and 
improvement in order to be turned into useful bodies. Bodies are also subject to self-
regulation as evident in Foucault’s concept of the technologies of the self; technologies 
that “permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain 
number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, 
so as to transform themselves, in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, 
wisdom, perfection, immortality (Foucault 1995: 18). Implicit in the “technologies of the 
self” is the notion of the “mindful body” which calls upon individuals to monitor their 
own behavior (as cited in Enwistle, 2007: 282). Referring to the ethnographic data, Hana 
made sure that I understood her decision to give up her career as arising out of personal 
choice instead of direct coercion from her husband who was not performing as well as 
her economically. Instead, she emphasized her desire to respond to a “higher calling” to 
play a more coherent role in raising her children. While Hana valued her financial 
independence, she saw it as her responsibility to shelve it aside in order to personally 
nurture her children. Hana’s desire to achieve virtue is similarly reflected in the narratives 
of my other respondents, most of whom have adopted certain forms of docility as a pre-
requisite for virtuous behavior, thus complicating conventional models of agency and 
self-hood. 
Inasmuch as Hana viewed her career as a form of personal empowerment for 
herself and other women, another respondent Juliana insisted that it was necessary for 
women to have a career as it would demonstrate their intelligence, and hence accord them 
due respect. At the age of 26, Juliana was due to give birth when the interview was 
conducted, and has since entered motherhood with the arrival of her baby boy. Juliana 
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received her primary and tertiary education at a Madrasah, and subsequently obtained a 
private diploma in business management in 2006. When asked to further illustrate the 
relationship between career and intelligence, Juliana clarified that not all unemployed 
women are un-intelligent as a friend of hers who “has a master degree is a homemaker, 
and is totally intelligent”. However she clarified that her friend was a “different sort of 
homemaker” who had the “choice” not to work. While her religious education had taught 
her to consider it ideal for a woman’s career to be “secondary compared to the doing 
housework and raising children”, she observed that, “we are living in a secular world 
now” in which “women are expected to be successful”. The association of success with 
secularism is contrasted with the “religious world” where in her own admission, “women 
are expected to be all-nodding, all-obeying”. Due to this perceived binary between the 
religious and secular world, she therefore concluded by pointing out the need for 
“balance”, and the need to “achieve success in both the religious and secular world as you 
need money, but you also need to look at the afterlife”.  
In Hana’s case, her dedication to her job as a social worker illustrates her 
belief in the importance of financial independence and sustainability for women. 
Throughout the course of my interaction with her, she continuously berated parents who 
do not empower their daughters with the necessary skills such as financial independence 
to survive marriage, criticizing the over-reliance of married women on their husbands. 
Yet at the same time, Hana framed empowerment only within the realm of financial 
empowerment in marriage, not mentioning other forms of empowerment that exist out of 
the heteronormative and productive sphere for women. By disciplining empowerment as 
such, women are continuously reminded of the need to balance their pursuit of economic 
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excellence with their duties and responsibilities as wives and mothers. This is further 
reflected in Juliana’s delineation of religious versus secular expectations, and the 
importance of balancing both. By being conscious of the need to plan for rewards in the 
afterlife, women like Juliana frame the pursuit of career in the secular world as a form of 
“ibadah” (pious contribution) that naturalizes the excesses of capitalism and turns it into 
something virtuous and necessary.  
 
“A form of self-sacrifice to your one and only god” 
 
 
During a recent current affairs programme (“Akhir Kata”) telecast on the 
Malay channel Suria, and dedicated to the notion of female empowerment, a female 
motivational speaker who wore the tudung (hijab or scarf) called for the need to inculcate 
the importance of financial empowerment among women by situating it within the 
framework of ibadah towards the family. The similar sense of personal responsibility that 
accompanied my respondents’ conception of their career could perhaps be attributed to 
the governing principle of ibadah that was mentioned repeatedly by various respondents 
at separate instances. When asked to explain their understanding of the term ibadah, most 
respondents described some form of acquiescence to a divine order. Saleha, a newly 
married 26-year-old described ibadah as  “a form of self-sacrifice to your one and only 
god,” while Juliana made specific reference to the embodied “actions” that one does “in 
the name of Allah, be it solat and du’a (prayers) or going to school or work”. Saleha 
subsequently insisted that productive labor had to be conceptualized within the 
framework of ibadah as any form of economic success has already been pre-ordained by 
god. To prove her point, she posed a rhetorical question halfway through the interview, 
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“Who determines whether or not we succeed?” While she did not explicitly answer her 
own question, she subsequently broached the topic of having faith in god. Conversely, 
while Juliana conceded the importance of religion, she disagreed that work is just a 
function of ibadah, suggesting that within the context of secular Singapore, it has become 
“an economic necessity”. Expanding the notion further, Juliana suggested that we 
additionally consider housework to be a form of ibadah and a “virtuous deed”, in order to 
placate “housewives who whine about exhaustion”.  
Additionally, when asked to define the meaning of “work”, my respondent 
Yana, a 26 year old professional with a Master degree, utilized terms such as “self-
development” and “self-worth”. She added that work reflects a person’s “contribution to 
society to the country, and to the body of knowledge. When discussing her career goals at 
length, she subsequently suggested that her work too be considered as part of her ibadah, 
and admitted that she withheld this information initially as she had thought that as a 
highly educated woman myself, I would conceive of the secular (career) sphere as being 
separate from the religious sphere and expect the similar of her. Yana’s reluctance to 
profess her belief in the notion of work as a form of ibadah suggests critical reflexivity on 
her part. As an educated, financially empowered woman, she was aware that her religious 
beliefs would be regarded as outmoded by her peers of similar socio-economic status, and 
hence sought to project a “mainstream” or “secular” identity that she felt would be 
suitable for the public. By eventually admitting to her deep sense of religiosity, she 
highlights the challenges of having to balance the various aspects of secular life that on 
the surface level may appear to be inimical to the demands of pious living, but in all 
actuality must function to sustain it.  
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In analyzing the narratives articulated by the women in this section, the 
concept of ibadah is framed by three crucial factors; that of total submission to god, of 
perceiving every action as a form of submission to god’s will, and finally, as valuing 
divine acceptance as the ultimate ends to every embodied action. Yana’s initial reluctance 
to articulate her “deep sense of religiosity” despite her resounding belief in the concept of 
ibadah as a basic principle of life suggests her awareness that external observers might 
find such a concept perplexing and symbolic of limited agency. By subsequently 
referring to the arduous task of ensuring that secular life successfully functions to sustain 
pious life however, she implicitly accords a privileged social identity for herself and 
women like her defined in relation to the complementary class of non-members 
(Bourdieu 1984). The analogy of housework provides a valuable illustration of the utility 
of the notion of ibadah in the quotidian. Contrary to liberal feminist discourses that 
demand housework to be considered as a quantifiable commodity of equal value to labor 
in the official workforce, Juliana’s remark suggested for it to be considered within the 
alternative framework of piety, whereby every form of dissatisfaction could be quelled by 
virtue of situating it within the schema of religious rewards (“pahala”) redeemable upon 
the completion of such virtuous acts. Within such a framework, clearly an alternative 
reading of personal agency in the constitution of selfhood, one that departs from that 












Marriage is an important part of selfhood amongst my respodents who 
described it as a natural progression in their lives. Within this cultural logic, procreation 
is the ultimate aim of such a union. This chapter examines closely my respondents’ 
personal choices with regards to marriage and procreation and how these relate to their 
sense of self-worth. 
 
 
“Jati diri wanita muslimah” 
 
 
At the Darussalam Mosque in Clementi, a religious class is conducted every 
Tuesday morning for Muslim women. Entitled “Jati Diri Wanita Muslimah” (“The Ideal 
Self-hood of the Muslim Woman”), the class is conducted by a prominent female 
preacher, Ustazah Kamariah, who has garnered a loyal following as a result of her 
scathing commentaries on the lack of religiosity within the Muslim community of 
Singapore. The class is conducted in a relatively large hall, with chairs neatly lined up in 
rows, making room for an aisle in the middle. Most of the women who attend the class 
are in their late thirties to fifties, and most are clad either in loose baju kurungs (malay 
traditional outfit) or loose jubahs (long Arabic style dress). They often present a cheerful 
disposition, while waiting for class to start and there is a perceptible sense of community 
as almost everyone knows one another, enquires after each other, and share homemade 
snacks with one another amidst free-flowing and relaxed banter. Every class begins with 
the mass recital of prayers prescribed in the three compulsory textbooks. The leader of 
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the group begins the session by facing the palms of her hands to the sky and reciting 
prayers loudly, joined by other women. Different verses of the Quran are recited at every 
session, followed by the recital of a specific du’a aimed at encouraging the ease of 
memorizing the Quran as well as to bless the husbands and children so that they too 
would be open to the words of the Quran and read it regularly. A few minutes after that, 
Ustazah Kamariah will make her grand entrance. She is often dressed in the standard 
attire of a jubah (long dress), and a huge, long niqab (large scarf that reaches the hips), 
probably a symbolic marker of her religiosity.  
Although the title of the class makes specific reference to the selfhood of 
women, the topic that is most referred to is marriage. At one such particular session, 
Ustazah Kamariah began the class by discussing procreation, defining it as “the ultimate 
aim of marriage”. She advised the audience to pick the best spouse for their sons and 
daughters, namely a person who is religious and is able to bear children. She asked the 
audience, “How do you know if the men can bear children, if his sperm is good enough? 
Obviously you can’t do a test-run right?” The reference to sexual intimacy caused some 
women to giggle excitedly, prompting Ustazah to silence the class. With an authoritative 
tone, she remarked,  
Well, there is scientific development, so why don’t we use it to 
our advantage? Remember, we understand the concept of 
genetics. So we examine his family tree. Look at his brothers, 
do they have children? Is his family big? If you have answered 
yes to all these questions, then yes, he has good genes. That is 
how you know. 
 
Ustazah Kamariah then referred to a specific hadith (“recorded oral traditions relating to 
the prophet Muhammad”) to remind the audience of the need to find the perfect spouse to 
have conjugal relations with, citing the verse “berhati-hatilah di mana kamu letak air 
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mani kamu” (“be careful where you load off your semen”). According to her, if a man 
impregnates a prostitute, the “bad” qualities of the woman will be transferred on the 
child, who will subsequently be of a morally dubious character. The child then has the 
ability to charge his father in the afterlife, for marrying a woman of dubious character, 
and “passing on” the “bad genes”. Ustazah concluded the class by criticizing the different 
aspects of the Malay wedding that she considered to be un-Islamic such as sitting on the 
wedding dais and having dance performances. 
My experience at the mosque revealed that while the notion of “self-hood 
itself” was barely mentioned, much less discussed in great detail, there was the common 
association of the “ideal female self” with the virtuous conduct of an “ideal Muslim”. In 
order to be an Ideal Muslim, one apparently has to fulfill certain roles, that is, to be an 
Ideal Daughter, an Ideal Mother, and an Ideal Wife, and acquire religious knowledge 
through religious lessons, which would then be transferred to other members of the 
family, especially daughters (Participant observation). Furthermore, an ideal wife and 
mother have to regularly re-inscribe or maintain the boundaries between halal 
(“permissible”) and haram (“not permissible”) such that they become naturalized or 
habituated. It is therefore her duty to attend religious class in order to identify the various 
aspects of culture that are considered to be mystical, excessive, or un-Islamic, in order to 
prevent herself from being complicit in sin. As an ideal mother and wife, a woman has to 
find the perfect spouse for her child, and to ensure that certain rites and rituals, most 
importantly marriage, fall under the jurisdiction of what is considered to be Islamic. By 
committing to these tasks and by outwardly refusing to be complicit in sin, she not only 
actively cultivates a personal virtuous self, but also nurtures her children to 
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unconsciously approximate the ideal. The ideal mother also prays for the wellbeing of her 
husband and children and enforces the notion of “Self-worth” for her daughter when it 
comes to deciding the obligatory financial payment for marriage to take place (“mas 
kahwin”). In return, the ideal daughter constantly has filial piety in mind, agrees with 
heternormative, ideal procreative aims, and strives to be virtuous and religious. 
 
 
“You only realize your responsibility when you become a wife” 
 
When I first met Saleha, she was late for our appointment, having spent the 
preceding hour participating in fitness activities with her husband. Saleha arrived at the 
agreed destination in a slightly frenzied state, and kept apologizing for her tardiness. 
After assuring her that I was not slighted in any way, I noticed that she kept training her 
eyes nervously to the nearby car park. Noticing my puzzlement, she sheepishly revealed 
that her husband was waiting for a signal that she was alright, as she was meeting a 
complete stranger. She made a short phone call to reassure him, but subsequently asked 
me if I could wait for a while, excusing herself to communicate with her husband and 
allay his fears. Saleha then walked to a man waiting in a car, and chatted with him for a 
while. Upon returning, she informed me that her husband was going to wait for her at the 
car park, and told me to not rush the interview or feel bad. She then smiled sheepishly 
and said in a confessional tone, “You know lah, biasa, baru kahwin kan, so macam 
protective sikit lah  (We just got married, so it’s quite expected that he’s rather protective 
of me)”.   
Saleha, a 26 year old, had just married a Malay man in his 40s about a month 
back. When asked to elaborate on the ways in which marriage had impacted her life, 
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Saleha denied that there were any perceptible implications initially as she felt as if they 
were “still dating”. As days went by however, she began to feel the accumulation of 
responsibilities such as having to “wake up early, make him food, ask him if he wants to 
eat, take care of his clothes and iron them, and make sure that you know what he likes or 
does not like, all of which is really tiring.” Her mother barely guided her as she eased into 
the role of a dutiful wife, and she herself felt like it was a “natural progression” once she 
realized that she was “married and [was] someone’s wife”.  Even cooking which was 
“not natural at first” as the family kitchen was dominated by her perfectionist mother, 
became naturalized and habitual. Saleha claimed that her mother did teach her “all those 
things that they teach daughters during kampong days like cooking but you only realize 
your responsibility when you become a wife.” While she acknowledged that being 
unemployed due to the recession meant that she has had more time to adjust into her new 
role, she expressed her fears about coping with housework if she were to be employed in 
the retail sector.  
When asked what she would feel if there were lapses in her daily routine of 
maintaining the household, Saleha claimed that she would feel guilty as her “sense of 
responsibility toward [her] family is too high”. She cited an analogy of feeling “too tired 
to wash the clothes a few days ago”. Although her husband never explicitly reprimanded 
her, she eventually felt guilty when constantly confronted with the very physical laundry 
basket before her eyes and eventually completed the chore. The laundry basket had 
become a testament to her inefficiency as a responsible wife. Although she initially 
denied acquiring this sense of responsibility and guilt from anyone, when further 
prompted, she admitted that they could be attributed to very visual recollections of her 
 56 
own father nagging repeatedly at her mother for “being lazy and not doing the laundry”. 
She had internalized the verbal expressions of disapproval from her father as her 
mother’s failure as a housewife, and she subsequently conceded that “maybe I was afraid 
of being nagged at or being scolded, so I felt guilty and just did it.”  
While Saleha graduated from the Institute of Technical Education, and was 
unemployed during the time of interview, Yana, received her secondary and tertiary 
education at Raffles Girls’ School, top amongst the girls’ schools in Singapore. She had 
also spent two years abroad pursuing her graduate studies in the field of Islamic Banking 
and Finance in United Kingdom on a scholarship; presently she holds an executive 
position at a prominent financial civil service institution in Singapore. Her career allows 
her to travel all around the globe six to seven times a year. While Yana agreed that 
marriage “changed” her life by making her more “focused”, she remarked that she was 
always open to the possibility of not getting married. She did not obsess about it, but 
somehow knew that “Insya-allah (god willing), marriage would come into the equation” 
and that “it was just a matter of time”. When she finally got married, she felt like she had 
completed a “job” that was assigned to her as marriage was akin to a task waiting to be 
fulfilled, preventing her from “planning for it, or after it”. Marriage however, put her life 
in order as “it is definitely for life”, thereby allowing her to focus on her career and 
engage in long-term financial planning goals. Marriage also eased her decision-making 
processes in life as she knew that if she was single, her long-term plans would have to 
change once she decided to tie the knot. Yana considered herself lucky to have married 
someone who supports her career, thus allowing her to pursue her dreams. Marriage has 
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not altered her life drastically as she still spends time regularly with her friends and 
organizes elaborate all girls’ dinner sessions without their spouses.  
Critical theorist Pierre Bourdieu would consider Saleha’s association of the 
performance of dutiful responsibilities of a wife with verbal expressions of regard by the 
husband to be a form of learned association. Bourdieu’s utilizes the conception of 
“habitus” to examine the different ways in which the practical consciousness of actors is 
constituted. Habitus refers to the active residue or sediment of an agent’s past experiences 
which functions within the present, shaping its perception, thought and action, and hence 
its social practice (Bourdieu 1984). Although habitus is most explicitly projected by way 
of the agents’ disposition, schemas, competence, and forms of know-how, Bourdieu 
suggests that these function below the realm of consciousness, yet incidentally shaping it 
in particular ways (Bourdieu 1984). Bourdieu argues that the dispositions and 
competence that an agent acquires in structured social contexts are often incorporated 
within the agent’s modus operandi. These dispositions motivate certain actions and in 
turn, compel a set of practices. The body in this aspect is thus not a mere positive datum, 
but a repository of the site of incorporated history (as cited in Butler 1999a: 114).  
Habitus however, only partially accounts for Bourdieu’s theory of practice. 
Practice is not unilaterally determined by habitus, but instead emerges at the intersection 
between habitus and the “field”, with the ultimate field being the “market”; as expressed 
in Distinction (1984) in the form of the following equation [(habitus) (capital)] + field = 
practice] (Bourdieu 1984: 101). The various habitual schemas and dispositions (habitus), 
coupled with the possession of resources (capital)
11
 that are generated from, and activated 
                                                 
11 Capital itself consists of a multitude of forms. Economic capital refers to assets which have highly 
rationalized, precise value, while cultural capital refers to a less rationalized form of capital such as 
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by, certain structured social conditions (field) which they in turn reproduce and modify. 
Since field and habitus are locked in a circular relationship, analysis of habitus has to 
acknowledge that involvement in a field shapes the habitus which, in turn, shapes the 
perceptions and actions which reproduce the field (Bourdieu 1984). Bourdieu likens the 
notion of “field” to the games which agent play, but unlike players in a game, agents do 
no not enter the field with conscious awareness of it (as cited in Crossley 2001: 100). 
Like a game, each field has its own norms and logic, a specific point, and various stakes 
which the players must incorporate within their corporeal schema so that they are allowed 
to play.  
The concept of “habitus” is relevant to the analysis of the aforementioned 
narratives provided by Saleha and Yana. By withholding the information about her belief 
in ibadah, Yana assumed that I did not belong to the same “religious field” as her and 
would not understand her “logic” despite existing in the same “socio-economic field”. 
Saleha not only made the casual assumption that her husband’s sense of protectiveness 
was atypical of married couples, but also that I was supposed to be privy to that religio-
cultural stock of knowledge due to my identity as a Malay, Muslim, Woman. Like 
Saleha, I was supposed to be a part of the similar field, whose norms and logics and 
social practice become a form of doxa that I was expected to know. Saleha’s personal 
sense of responsibility toward her household could be conceived in a similar manner. 
While she initially insisted that the performance of household duties was a natural 
                                                 
educational qualifications which is not as flexible or transferable as monetary assets but do bestow specific 
disposition among its possessors and their progeny. Finally, symbolic capital refers to status or recognition 
and the way in which an individual is perceived, while social capital refers to the connections and networks 
an agent can depend upon in order to achieve a specific goal. Each form of capital is field-specific, and may 
have different power in different fields.  
!
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progression instead of a learned or cumulative one, she subsequently admitted that the 
sense of guilt that pervaded her when she failed to perform her duties was one that arose 
out of identification with the relationship between her parents. Having witnessed her 
father’s verbal articulations of displeasure when her mother neglected the household 
duties, she therefore took it upon herself to not fail her husband and elicit a similar 
response. Her experience of witnessing the interaction between her parents was 
unconsciously cumulative, as reflected in her subsequent admission that she perceived 
her father to be a greater role model due to his firmness, as opposed to her own mother, 
whom she described as being “too soft” and “too laidback.” Yet in many ways, Saleha’s 
desire to be an ideal housewife could be attributed to her mother’s perfectionist nature in 
conducting household duties.  
As demonstrated in this section, Saleha herself viewed certain actions such as 
the protectionistic tendencies by her husband, and being able to serve him adequately as 
something that was naturally expected of her. Similarly, Yana too regarded marriage to 
be a natural progression in a woman’s life, a task that had to be fulfilled in order to 
continue reaching out for other aspirations. The notion of marriage as a natural 
progression can be analysed using the concept of habitus and Bourdieu’s argument that 
social agents become part of a field and its norms and logics without conscious awareness 
of them. However, while the theory of habitus is adequate to the extent illustrated above, 
its emphasis on the unconscious cumulative and sedimented process of acquiring social 
practice is inadequate to account for the intricacies of naturalized habituated actions. For 
one, the socioeconomic determinism implicit in Bourdieu’s conception of habitus and 
bodily dispositions fails to account for the processes of disciplining of the self that cuts 
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across class formation, as reflected in the congruencies of experience narrated by both 
Yana and Saleha despite their socio-economic class differences. More importantly 
however, as argued by Saba Mahmood (2005: 139), Bourdieu’s concept of “habitus” 
suffers from “a lack of attention to the pedagogical process by which a habitus is 
learned.” While the respondents themselves consider marriage to be a natural 
progression, their perceptions of other issues as well as their performance of other 
embodied actions suggest that their bodies undergo very precise “processes of moral 
training and cultivation” instead of the “narrow model of unconscious imbibing that 
Bourdieu assumes in his discussion of habitus” (Saba 2005: 139). Saba instead suggests 
that we turn to the Aristotelian concept of habitus in which “conscious training in the 
habituation of virtues” is often engaged upon “paradoxically, with the goal of making 
consciousness redundant to the practice of these virtues” (2005: 139). In other words, the 
Aristotelian conception of habitus is more concerned with the role of precise, self-
directed attempts at the disciplining of certain kinds of actions to be unconscious or non-




“Producing my babies before 30” 
 
 
Indeed, the notion of fulfilling the ideal procreative aim of marriage was one 
that was regularly reiterated by my respondents during interviews. Juliana for instance, 
met her husband through an online international dating site called “love-happens.com”. 
She claimed that she decided to get married at 24 years of age, after their first phone call 
because she was “desperate and wanted to settle down and produce [her] babies before 
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30”. Although she had doubts if he was “the right person”, he allayed her fears by 
agreeing that they should not waste their time with each other if they were not committed 
to marriage. Her mother did not ask her to conceive immediately, but encouraged her by 
pointing out the beneficial aspects such as having “more energy” and ensuring that all the 
children “grow up earlier”. Her second sister too got married at 26 years of age, and her 
eldest sister was described as being “under a lot of pressure to get married”.  
Coupled with the need to fulfill the procreative function of marriage as 
expected of biologically female bodies, is the expectation of enduring the strenuous 
labour or birthing process. Yana for instance went through a trying labour process that 
lasted more than forty hours that she described as “beautiful pain”: 
 
Allah is ultimately the best of planners, and He had planned it so 
beautifully, allowing me to experience labour and the wonderful 
closeness that I felt with Him and D (her husband).  
 
Although she did not expect to remain in labour for so long, she had her own birthing 
plan duly mapped out with her personal gynecologist at a private hospital and was aware 
from the start that she did not want to be “cut up, injected, sedated etc.,” procedures that 
she considered to be invasive toward her body.  She also went for numerous classes and 
was fully aware of the range of birthing methods made available at private hospitals. 
Yana described an incident with her younger sister and mother, when the latter was 
discussing the use of epidural during labour to avoid pain. She claimed,  
Knowing how Islam equates labour to Jihad, she asked me “Does 
that mean that these women will get less “pahala” (“rewards in 
the hereafter”)?” I did not know the answer then, but after reading 
up about the side effects of epidural and other pain relief methods, 
I just felt in my heart that this was not how God must have meant 
it to be. I discussed this with D (husband), and found him 
extremely supportive of my decision to try for a natural birth. 
 62 
 
The notion of the ideal pregnancy or birthing methods, in this case, functions as a form of 
disciplining of one’s body into an ideal, virtuous state. By associating pain during birth 
with jihad, and with rewards in the afterlife the underlying implication is the 
acknowledgement that there exist certain rituals for women that are divinely ordained, 
one of which is the experience of pain during an embodied process such as birth/labour. 
As such, an ideal woman is one who therefore rejects intrusive interventions such as 
medication (epidural) and accepts the labour pains as a necessary demand upon her self 
that concurrently functions as a conditioning experience for her subsequent foray into 
virtuous motherhood. As such, although virtue is a desirable condition for women, at the 
same time it requires acute disciplining of the woman’s body, and an active process of 




 “A working mother” 
 
 
Before Yana and her husband tied the knot, they mutually agreed on a ten-
year plan that involved meticulous planning around family and work. While her plan 
states that she should aim to be at the managerial level in ten years time, her husband 
wants them to have three children. This requires her to sacrifice her career at some point 
in her life as she claimed that she could not conceive in the near future without bearing 
the brunt of disapproval from her bosses. Yana was also aware that she would have to 
make adjustments to the career aspect of her ten-year plan as she would have to sacrifice 
promotions if she were to go on maternity leave every year. She admitted that her 
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performance bonus this year was not as high as last year’s as she had to pull out of work 
travel trips and her colleagues had to take her place. Although a part of her felt that it was 
not fair as she was granted maternity leave during that period, she “convinced [herself] 
that it was fair” and reassured herself that despite being penalized by way of performance 
bonus, she would be duly promoted for her performance in other aspects of her job. 
Yana admitted to being caught by surprise when she found out that she was 
pregnant with her first child as she had planned to focus on her career and delay 
motherhood. However, she gradually realized that her life did not change much with the 
exception of reducing the frequency of her work travels. While she used to travel five to 
six times a year, she stopped herself from traveling in her third trimester, as she felt that 
she would not look “very professional” when “fully pregnant”, thereby restricting her 
work commitments to within the perimeters of the office building. In fact, when she first 
found out about her pregnancy, she had committed to a 2-week work trip and was about 
to depart the following day. There was “no issue” of her proceeding with the trip as she 
was not experiencing symptoms such as morning sickness and she knew that it would be 
irresponsible of her to forego her work duties. However, during the trip she starting 
feeling nauseous and had to skip official dinners, and thus confessed to her boss about her 
pregnancy.  
While Yana used to think that career was “a good reason to stop 
breastfeeding”, she has come to realize that working gives her all the more reason to 
breastfeed. She claimed: 
That connection that you enjoy with your child during the early 
morning nursing before you leave for work, and in the evening 
when you get home, is just so precious and irreplaceable. The 
way he looks up at you, locking his eyes with yours… it’s 
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amazing. I just have to think of that every time breastfeeding 
becomes too trying for me. I have to remind myself that I’m 
doing this because I want the best for him, and I have to 
appreciate the values of patience and perseverance that this 
experience is teaching me “alhamdulillah” (“god willing”). 
 
She imposed her commitment to breastfeeding her child upon herself to such an extent 
that she meticulously researched on the technicalities of storing breast milk while 
traveling and in airplanes, a process that required a lot of time and effort. Her meticulous 
research paid off when she was successful in preserving her breast milk, and 
subsequently published an online tutorial on her blog, which she even translated into the 
Malay language. She also described empowering encounters with successful career 
women who brought along their breast pump kits to important meetings, considering it a 
sign of dedication to providing the best for one’s offspring. Her meticulous actions depict 
forms of bodily investment that she did not have to engage upon but willingly subjected 
herself to.  Every step was fraught with critical decision-making processes, and became 
points for personal reflection and reconciliation of norms, thus preventing us from merely 
dismissing them as being a function of false consciousness or religious oppression.   
While Yana pursues her career and motherhood with equal tenacity, Juliana 
remarked wistfully that she would rather not return to the workforce upon the completion 
of her maternity leave. While at first glance it may seem as though the two differing 
opinions regarding career are symbolic habituations of differential socio-economic and 
educational status, another respondent Tania shared her willingness to give up her career 
in order to nurture her children in the future. At the age of 26, Tania is pursuing her 
graduate studies in Sociology at the National University of Singapore, and has had a 
relationship with her partner for the past seven years. While Tania agreed that it was 
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“possible to have a career and raise kids”, she conceded that one would “need to have 
strong support from people around you, like your parents or maybe your in-laws as 
caregivers”. She then clarified that she was not idealistic enough to “subscribe to the 
supermom syndrome” and would be willing to assume a mid-career hiatus only if her 
husband were able to provide for her or if she could pursue her own home 
entrepreneurship activities such as baking which would allow her to work flexible hours.  
Tania remarked that it was crucial to adapt to the situation and be open to 
accepting changes during the course of life. However she reflected that some women may 
find it hard to give up their career to raise a family if they define the former as “having a 
stable income, having a job, being an employee, rising up the corporate ladder, and so 
on”. She distinguished herself by claiming, “For me, I want to do something I love, 
where work is not really "work", not something I dread, something I am passionate 
about.” However, she was aware that her opinion was due to her positionality as a highly 
educated woman, claiming that “If I do want to set up my own cake business as a job 
people will see it as a "choice" rather than a necessity, and my education is something 
that I can always fall back on.” 
 
Although Tania displayed willingness to give up the conventional pursuit of 
career success, she admitted that she had always foreseen herself to be “a working 
mother”. She observed that the standard of living in Singapore meant that a couple would 
have to be dual-income in order to live comfortably. What she had done however, was to 
broaden the conventional notion of corporate success to refer to more than just climbing 
up the corporate ladder, such that it includes flexible schemes such as home 
entrepreneurship. She accorded her staunch belief in the need for women to have a career 
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to her parents, who often reminded her that women have to be “self-sufficient”. Having 
financial independence would mean that a woman would be able to support herself and 
her children in case her marriage fails. She confided that her own mother earns almost 
twice as much as her father and cited the example of an aunt who divorced her husband 
last year, but was able to support herself and children comfortably due to her vocation as 
a senior staff nurse at a hospital.  
Due to her background in social work and her experience at a leading Muslim 
woman’s organization, Hana repeatedly articulated her desire to witness more Malay 
women being interested in “education and lifelong learning to broaden their mind”. She 
considered education as a necessary pre-cursor to the resolution of the “worrying trend of 
Malay families having children like nobody’s business” and associated a woman’s 
control over her reproductive function as “a form of self-awareness” that distinguishes 
her from the women of the 1950s. Education would also provide women with the 
opportunity to “upgrade” themselves and remain “relevant” and aware of developments 
around the world, and most importantly, allow them to “didik (“nurture”) their children 
well”. Quite obviously, Hana equated “being educated” with the specific purpose of 
“learning how to be a good parent”. She questioned the reasons that prompted young 
Malay women to have many children and whether it was due to a lack of family planning 
skills or an acquiescence that “Allah will provide”. According to Hana, the “right type of 
education” would teach women “how to be your best” but she bemoaned that, 
“unfortunately in the Malay community, there are just a handful who want to be their 
best.”  
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Similarly, as a new mother herself, Yana was brimming with advice on 
dealing with the process of pregnancy. She considered the challenges that came with 
pregnancy such as morning sickness to be “Allah’s way of reminding us Moms-to-be of 
the impending responsibility and His way of forcing us to better understand, and take 
interest in our own body”. When she found out that she was pregnant, she began reading 
voraciously on the changes to her body and the knowledge that she gained not only “left 
[her] in awe of the wonders of Allah’s little works of magic on the human body,” but also 
made her “a more rational pregnant woman who was kept away from feeling distressed, 
depressed or simply giving in to the weaknesses”. Acquiring knowledge was necessary 
for it made her aware that “every symptom or discomfort [was] explainable by this or that 
hormone”, such that it would not greatly affect her “daily responsibilities as a wife, 
employee, daughter”.  
Yana’s lack of desire to defend her rights as a pregnant woman at the 
workforce is related to her perception that pregnancy limits a woman’s capacity to appear 
fully professional. Such a perception suggests her desire to maintain the distinction 
between the domestic sphere and the public sphere. In the former, bodily challenges such 
as pregnancy and breastfeeding become god’s way of testing perseverance and patience 
as well as one’s ability to take charge of one’s body. Acquiring scientific knowledge 
becomes a necessary process in order to manage one’s body, but the eventual aim is to 
tutor one’s body and discipline emotions as well as eradicate any form of emotional 
volatility or weakness so as to be better wives, employees, and daughters. Traversing the 
boundaries between both the domestic and public sphere requires adaptation, and in this 
instance Yana acknowledged the need to give up corporate success in order to perform 
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her maternal functions. Tania shared similar sentiments, but reflected on her class 
distinction that has allowed her to possess the benefit of having a “choice”. Yet at the 
same time, the financial burden of living in Singapore as well as her immediate 
experience with her mother and aunt caused her to conclude that the giving up of 
corporate success to nurture one’s family does not preclude the giving up of financial 
independence for the woman. Hana on the other hand, did display some form of cultural 
inferiority complex, and seemed eager to distinguish herself from other Malays whom 
she considered to not possess similar levels of cultural capital as herself. While she was 
rather opinionated when describing the need to empower Malay women and inculcate the 
value of having control over one’s body, at the same time she associated education and 
awareness as well as “being your best” with the ability to raise a family well, understand 
family planning, and being a responsible mother. Once again, the notion of empowerment 
is solely pursued in order to achieve excellence within the parameters of marital and 
reproductive rights. Undoubtedly notions such as the ideal marriage, procreative function, 
and motherhood are not “Islamic virtues”; they exist in multiple forms in different 
cultures. However, in order to differentiate and carve a definitive space for themselves 
within the mainstream, secular logic, my respondents had to conceptualize within a 
specific framework; in this case that of Islam, that demands precise tutoring of the self in 






CHAPTER 5: THE VIRTUOUS BODY 
 
“Praying five times a day, fasting, not sinning” 
 
 
The focus of this research is largely the need to problematize the concept of 
agency by examining embodied and ritualized practice. As such, a substantial amount of 
time was spent discussing religious practices with my respondents. Just a few minutes 
into my interview with Saleha, she asked me if I knew of a particular Islamic website. 
She informed me that she often spends her time visiting Islamic websites on the World 
Wide Web in order to learn more about Islam. She described her attraction to websites 
that utilize the religious framework to explain scientific phenomenon, in the process 
increasing her conviction in her faith. She considered the knowledge derived to be “good 
knowledge” that goes beyond doctrinal injunctions in Islam such as “praying five times a 
day, fasting, not sinning”, thereby allowing her to be reflexive about her surroundings. 
However, Saleha was also cautious to not impose a specific form of piety upon anyone 
claiming that, “as a Muslim you should know your five pillars and the rest of time, you 
just mind your own business”. Saleha claimed that she had been attending religious 
classes for years and only stopped three years ago due to working commitments. She has 
a diploma in religious studies from a local Madrasah and has been an ardent volunteer at 
the Al-Ansar mosque for the past four to five years. While her co-curricular activities at 
school exposed her to volunteering, she was interested in volunteering at the mosque as it 
was “good exposure” and helped her to “put [her] life into perspective”. She helps to 
distribute food to the needy during the month of Ramadhan.  
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When asked to explain the role of religion in her life, Yana admitted that it 
was “pretty big actually” and that she had wanted to mention it as “a crucial part of [her] 
ten year plan”, but thought that it was “too goody two shoes and holier than thou to 
proclaim [one’s] spiritual aspirations”.  She claimed that she is able to quantify her 
spiritual goals on a day-to-day basis, but does not really share this with others publicly or 
on her blog. Instead, she attends a halaqah (“an informal support group”) every 
fortnightly to discuss her weekly ibadah goals with her Muslim sisters. She further 
explained,  
For example Muharram is coming, so we have to make our 
own goals. For instance, if you have not been doing your 
baadiyah and qabliyah, or your puasa sunnah (“non-
obligatory, but rewardable fasting)”, you sort of track the 
amount of ibadah you are going to do in the next few months 
to buck up. Of course things change and you may get pregnant 
and all that. But it’s just to keep you reminded of your 
religious goals. 
 
The members of the halaqah also keep a record of their ibadah goals which they would 
then submit to their Naqibah (“female group leader)”. When asked about the process of 
acquiring membership at such gatherings, Yana claimed that she started attending 
halaqahs when she became part of the executive community of a religious organization, 
and that “it was one of those things that if you know about it, then you do.” She also 
insisted that halaqahs are not meant to replace formal religious education, but instead 
provide a space for women to “discuss contemporary issues such as bioethics, tafsir, and 
the hadith.”  
While the halaqahs function as an informal space for the transmission of 
religious knowledge, the religious classes at the mosque are often assumed to display 
greater regard for official episteme. Yet at these formal spaces of religious inquiry, much 
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effort is usually spent utilizing colloquialisms and personal anecdotes to relate the 
applicability of divine order in mediating the challenges of living in a secular society. At 
one such religious class on the “Selfhood of the Muslim Woman”, Ustazah Kamariah 
concluded the class by asking the audience what they would do if they had done “all the 
right things” but still “had bad children or spouse.” Responding to her own question she 
said, “then you continue praying to god!” She then asked the audience if they thought of 
themselves as perfect beings, receiving a mass response from the women who chanted, 
“No, no, no we are not!” Ustazah then continued, “Now how many of you think that you 
are not perfect?” to which half the women in the audience raised up their hands. To that, 
she replied, “See, now you are competing to raise your hands, we are all not perfect, so 
we have to keep on praying”. She then taught the best method of reciting doa (prayer), 
which is to hold one’s hands up to the sky and speak to god sincerely, from the heart. She 
recalled an incident when her daughter was possessed by an evil spirit and was vomiting 
nails, blood, and glass. Her efforts at curing her daughter did not work until she raised her 
hands up to the sky and prayed to god to help her or sacrifice the life of her daughter if 
He wishes.  She reminded the audience to pray if they were in doubt, citing the example 
of “being unsure when faced with a new job with better prospects”, as although “the job 
may promise a higher salary, like maybe 2, 000 dollars, you may also have to remove 
your veil, work at night, and all these things will make you even more exposed to sins”. 
If the experiences above reflect acute awareness of one’s faith, one of my 
respondents appeared to be caught off guard when asked to describe her religiosity. 
Juliana looked at me incredulously, as if I had asked the most banal of all questions, 
claiming that she performs “all the basic requirements”. When prompted further, revealed 
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them to be “praying, and covering aurat (“modesty”)”. The last religious lesson that she 
attended outside of school was five years ago when her parents signed her up for a 
module on “menghalusi solat” (“the intricacies of prayers”), which she considered to be 
“just alright”. While she no longer attends religious classes, she feels that she has a 
responsibility to do so, in order to be a better Muslimah. On the other hand, despite 
portraying a religious exterior due to her hijab, Hana did not consider herself to be a 
“religious person”, claiming that she just fulfills “the basic obligations”. In 2000, she 
performed the pilgrimage, which taught her to control her temperament and made her 
“milder and more mellowed”. She considered the pilgrimage or haj to be an “emotional 
journey” that helps “keep [her] in line”. When she feels the urge to get angry, she calms 
herself down by reminding herself that she has performed the pilgrimage and thus needs 
to display a certain form of ideal conduct. While she is open to attending religious lessons 
on women and marriage, she dislikes preachers that nag, and prefers “proper” religious 
courses that merge religious knowledge with practical application such as the programme 
that she organized at her organization that merged lessons on marriage with financial 
planning.  
Similarly, although Tania did not consider herself a pious Muslim, she still 
described herself as “god-fearing”. When asked to explain herself, Tania remarked that 
she still believes in the existence of god and tries hard to “not do whatever that is 
frowned upon”. Upon further probing, Tania suggested that her “religiosity” was very 
much incumbent upon societal perceptions, claiming: 
 For me, society is the one that judges you, not god, so I will 
maintain the boundaries between what is halal and haram 
(“permissible and non-permissible”) and fulfill the necessary 
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rituals like fasting and I won’t drink alcohol or have pre-
marital sex.  
 
She considers consuming alcohol and engaging in pre-marital sex to be “public actions” 
that would raise the ire of the Malay community and attract disapproving glares from the 
public. Here, it is apparent that she succumbs to the Malay community’s conception of a 
virtuous body and is therefore obliged to adhere to the rules and norms that govern it. 
Additionally, it also suggests the collapse of both the religious as well as racial identity, 
which she finds difficult to dis-entangle. As such, Tania tutors her body in accordance 
with the cultural expectations of being a good Malay, in order to ppear to be a good 
Muslim. In contrast, she has never disciplined herself to fulfill the obligatory daily 
prayers as it is “one of those things that people do not see”, an embodied action that is 
often performed within the confines of a private space, and hence away from the glare of 
the discerning community. Her perceptions of religion are very much influenced by her 
parents, who “fast, but do not pray five times a day”. While her parents found it 
necessary for her to receive formal religious education when she was a child, they never 
coerced her into translating the knowledge into practice. As a teenager, she recalled 
asking her father why he did not pray, evoking the response, “Tak guna sujud (“No point 
prostrating”) if you are not a good person.” As she considered her father to be her role 
model in all spheres, she took his advice as the way to which faith should be approached 
and lived.  
Tania spent a large fraction of her childhood and teenage-hood living with her 
grandmother, who was much more pious than her parents. They often had disagreements 
and in one particular incident, she decided to “change and start praying” in order to 
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pacify her grandmother. That decision was a huge sacrifice for her and she was severely 
disappointed when her grandmother reacted by brushing her off and retorting, “Kau ni 
sembahyang taubat cili (colloquial for “just pretending to reform/pray”)”. From then 
onwards, she told herself to “not bother about being religious”. As she entered adulthood 
and lived with her parents, it became easier to not have to display religiosity within the 
confines of her household. Her parents too, limited their performance of religiosity to the 
public sphere. She described instances when her father would take the family along for 
family gatherings in the evenings if they were to fall on a Friday, such that he would not 
have to be accountable for missing the obligatory afternoon Friday prayers. Similarly, 
Tania described him as “knowing what he needs to do” as he saw the need to demonstrate 
knowledge of Quranic verses by mouthing them during mass prayer sessions with the 
extended family. By her own admission, religion to her is a performance, as she 
remarked, “It is very performative you know, a very social thing.” 
The rich ethnographic data above illustrate certain key points that deserve 
critical analysis. Most apparently, most of the respondents seemed to have made the 
distinction between the doxa and episteme in religious knowledge. Agnes Heller (1970) 
defines doxa to be everyday knowledge that is always opinion, and never philosophical or 
scientific knowledge, which she considers to be a function of episteme. While doxa is 
verified by banal actions in the quotidian, episteme involves the ability to understand a 
phenomenon, and its relationship with other phenomena, thus allowing us to give a 
satisfactory explanation of this relationship. Additionally, while doxa is often obvious or 
self-evident, and hence seldom questioned, espisteme requires us to question the taken-
for-grantedness of knowledge. My respondents approached the topic of religious 
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practices with various conceptions of the constitutive idea of “religiosity”. For some, 
there was a need to elevate religion from the realm of doxa to that of episteme by 
rationalizing it and approaching it scientifically as opposed to the mere acceptance of the 
five pillars of Islam.
12
 Implicit in this process of being critical about religion, is the 
intricate balance of rationalizing religion without transgressing certain boundaries. For 
example, Saleha rationalized her willingness to forego religious class due to her work 
commitments, and Hana articulated her desire to utilize Islamic knowledge in a 
“functional” manner, in order to deal with secular issues such as financial planning. 
However, one also needs to remain conscious that in the collective space of religious 
learning such as the mosque, doxa is often relied upon to attract worshippers, using 
unquestionable faith in the divine order to counter secular problems such as employment.  
Yet another common factor that arose from my analysis of the data is the 
implicit hierarchy of religiosity that most respondents appeared to have adhered to. While 
the exact nature of the hierarchy varied according to respondents, a discernible pattern 
could be construed. Some of my respondents considered belief in god to be the most 
basic structure of the hierarchy, followed by the acknowledgment of the five pillars of 
Islam as “ the basic obligations”. Subsequently is the practice of wearing the hijab as 
constitutive of a modest, virtuous self, and the pursuit of religious knowledge and 
membership at exclusive gatherings such as halaqas that require extensive commitment to 
ritualized actions, specific embodied modes of praying. For others, the belief in god, the 
five pillars of Islam, and the act of veiling are the most basic requisites, followed by 
                                                 
12 Heller herself considers the shift from doxa to episteme to be “an upward transfer thereof to scientific 
thinking (though the person concerned may not himself be aware of this” (1970: 190). Implicit in this 
assertion is her assumption that “scientific modes of inquiry” are more superior than everyday knowledge, 
which is something I explicitly reject for its elitism and utter disregard for modes of living organized 
around everyday knowledge. But this is a discussion that could be pursued in a separate context.  
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additional acts such as the pursuit of extended knowledge. From the data, it is apparent 
that the respondents who identified as being religious considered the performance of 
certain actions to be extended markers of their faith, as compared to the mere belief in a 
divine being.  
There was also the repeated articulation of the need to tutor one’s self in order 
to achieve a desirable state of virtue. This includes volunteering at the mosque to remind 
one of the importance of contributing to the community, and attending support groups 
that force one to constantly re-evaluate one’s faith based on the extent of ritualized 
action. Additionally, the act of going for pilgrimage too serves as a reminder of the need 
to display a virtuous self and to constantly re-tutor one’s self if one lapses and displays 
excessive, unregulated emotions such as anger. In achieving an ideal virtuous self, even 
the excessive display of faith may be regarded as angkuh (“showing off”) that has to be 
disciplined into humility. At times, the need to display virtue could be traced back to a 
perceived sense the panoptic effect of society’s “gaze”. Such a gaze coerces one to 
maintain a certain level of religious disposition deemed as appropriate by society. In the 
Malay community of Singapore, this includes embodied actions such as fasting during 
the month of Ramadhan, which even the least religious often feel compelled to engage in. 
The performance of religiosity is in this case a necessary pre-requisite in order for an 






“Purely ikhlas because of Allah” 
 
When discussing religious practices with my respondents, the topic of 
wearing the hijab or tudung cropped up repeatedly. Two of my respondents do not wear 
the tudung, while the other four do, but all of them were extremely opinionated when it 
came to sharing their ideas on the issue. While Tania explicitly remarked,  “No way am I 
ever going to wear the tudung!” Saleha proclaimed her desire to wear the tudung “some 
time in the future, but not anytime soon”. According to Saleha, the desire to wear the 
tudung has to be motivated by virtuous ideals and be “purely ikhlas (“done sincerely”) 
because of Allah” and not because of marriage or coercion by one’s husband. Wearing 
the tudung as a result of coercion would not be viable as one would “surely take it off 
when there are difficulties”. Wearing the tudung also symbolizes the desire to “change” 
oneself. When asked to further define the notion of “Change” and what it encapsulates, 
she cited the analogy of a woman used to making caustic remarks who had to “tone down 
her aggression” upon wearing the tudung. Saleha then posed a rhetorical question that she 
subsequently answered: 
As Muslimahs why do we wear the tudung? Jaga kehormatan 
diri (“guard our modesty”), take care of ourselves. Takkan u 
want to see orang pakai tudung smoking, pekik (“Do not tell 
me you want to see someone wearing tudung smoking, 
shouting”). People will ask: Why does she wear the tudung, 
when her behavior hasn’t changed? Aren’t they supposed to be 
ladylike, be gentle? It wouldn’t look nice. Your image is 
affected as a Muslim. I have friends who wear the tudung and 
smoke publicly. If they smoke privately, then it’s their own 
business but if they want to smoke publicly then the makcik 
(“elderly female”) will think you jatuhkan their image 
(“tarnish their image”). You wear tudung because you want to 
be good, to change, not because you have done the haj or 
anything like that. 
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In line with her perception that a woman should only wear the tudung because of god and 
not to please others, Saleha claimed that her mother never pressurized her to wear the 
tudung. On the other hand, her mother suggested that she should begin by not “covering 
everything up, but instead wearing the small tudung first,” if she felt like trying to do so. 
Her mother was speaking from experience “because that was what she did”. Saleha 
thought that it was sound advice as it would allow her to be committed when she finally 
wears the “proper tudung” and she would have had the time to fully adjust, instead of 
taking it off when it gets too humid like her sister-in-law.  
On the contrary, Tania remarked that she never saw the need to wear the 
tudung in order to convincingly portray herself as a good Muslim. Tania had after all 
initially cited an analogy of attending a function with her boyfriend’s parents, and 
bumping into a friend, a Malay girl she described as “the typical tudung girl, very lemah 
lembut (“gentle”), proper”. Upon seeing her friend, her boyfriend’s mother told him, 
“Apasal tak pilih yang itu? (“Why did you not choose her instead?”) She admitted to 
feeling slighted, but rationalized that that was the typical perception of the Malay 
community. To her, the commonly held assumption that only women who wear the 
tudung are good Muslims is an invalid one. When asked if her mother wears the tudung, 
Tania claimed that her mother does not, and will never do so. Elaborating on her mother 
and the women in her extended family, Tania said: 
I have asked my mother this question (about wearing the 
tudung). Well for one, she claimed that her work doesn’t allow 
her to wear it. Secondly, my father has never imposed it upon 
her. I guess she doesn’t really need to do it because she’s not a 
practicing Muslim. All the things she does are to fulfill 
society’s expectations such as fasting, paying the zakat (alms), 
not eating non-halal food. Even when we have kenduri 
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(“religious gathering”), she’ll only cover her head with a loose 
scarf out of courtesy and will remove it once the prayer 
session’s over. I mean she is conservative in her dressing, she 
just lacks a tudung.  
 
Upon hearing Tania’s explanation, I was interested to explore further her perception of 
performative rituals to symbolize faith as sanctioned by the Malay community. I then 
asked her, “If your parents are all about engaging in the very social or public rituals of 
religion, then why doesn’t your mother wear the tudung. Isn’t it the most obvious marker 
of religiosity and virtue?” To illustrate her point, Tania replied: 
Let me give you an example. All of my aunts wear the tudung. 
My mother, she is the eldest…but my aunts have never 
pressured her to wear it. In fact my youngest aunt was more 
pressured by her mother in law. That is why she takes it on and 
off. She only wears it during social gatherings when she knows 
she’s going to be observed. Otherwise she does not wear it to 
work. Now, she is wearing it to please her in laws, not because 
she really wants to do it. I don’t think that’s right. On the other 
hand, my other aunt has always been religious. When I was 
young, she always asked me to baca doa (“say my prayers”) to 
get pahala (“rewards in the afterlife”). Now she is the 
practicing Muslim so I can really see that she wears the tudung 
because she wants to do it. 
 
In this instance, Tania has therefore associated the act of wearing the tudung with some 
form of an alignment between an individual’s exteriority and interior self. As such, even 
though she finds it alright to perform religious rituals in order to be socially accepted, she 
sets the limits to the act of wearing the tudung, which requires an extensive tutoring of 
the self into a virtuous self. Implicitly, she has ordered that specific act as therefore 
emblematic of the highest order of religious rituals that requires painstaking disciplining 
of the body into some ideal, and a process that should not be performed carelessly or for 
the sake of public approval.  
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Recalling her past, Hana claimed that she was a very “modern woman” in the 
early 1990s, who was shocked when her sister decided to wear the tudung. However, at 
the age of 40, she suddenly realized that “if you don’t change now, you will never 
change”. Like other respondents, she too insisted that wearing the tudung must be 
motivated by certain ideals such as the desire to please Allah, and not anyone else. Like 
Saleha’s mother, she decided to “wear the full tudung after two to three years of wearing 
a small tudung.” She claimed that her husband did not play any role in influencing her 
and never encouraged or discouraged her, but instead “left [her] alone”. As such, she 
remembered being overcome with shock when her daughter decided to wear the tudung 
at the age of 18. Despite her shock, when her daughter removed the tudung five years 
later, Hana admitted that she “felt like killing” her daughter. However, she eventually 
realized that her daughter was “just imitating her friends” and that her present “unveiled 
self is her true self”, in which her desires to be “free” matches her exterior disposition. 
Although she described herself as an open-minded mother, she confessed that she sets 
limits upon her daughters by commenting (“tegur”) on their dressing. Hana remarked, “If 
she shows too much cleavage, I will tarik (“pull”) and say, “Hello, look at what you’re 
wearing!” Hana insisted that she does not impose her expectations onto her daughters as 
“at the end of the day it’s their life”. However, she made a disclaimer: “Janganlah (“Do 
not be”) like some girls you see, so daring…you know, terdedah (“Revealing the body”), 
wearing backless tops and so on.” At the same time making sure that I do not pigeonhole 
her, Hana was quick to reiterate her awareness that wearing the tudung “is not 
everything” and that a veiled woman can still be “selfish, gossipy, petty” as most people 
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wear it as a “fashion trend and therefore it’s not possible to conclude that those who wear 
the tudung are better than those who don’t”.  
Juliana insisted that the wearing of the tudung imposes a set of restrictions on 
the way a female conducts herself in public. Wearing the tudung means that a woman has 
to “take care of [her] behavior in public and be mindful of her aurat (“modesty”)”. 
Additionally, the singular act places restrictions on social conduct as it discourages 
women from going out on dates with members of the opposite sex. While Juliana 
admitted that she used to date, she affirmed that it was permissible only if one was 
intending to marry. Because Juliana had worn the tudung her “entire life”, it felt “natural” 
to her. As such, not wearing it would make her feel “awkward”. Her close friends too 
wear the tudung, as expected of girls who study at Madrasahs. Her eldest sister however, 
has never worn the tudung outside of school and was “part of that group of girls who 
were like her”  While her mother previously abstained from insisting for them to cover 
up, she now nags at her elder sister. Juliana claimed that her sister wanted to “change” 
recently, but “went astray again”. Like the rest, Juliana too referred to a specific code of 
conduct expected of women who wear the tudung such as not smoking in public, or even 
laughing out loud, as these actions are perceived to be “tak beradab” (“lacking in 
propriety”). Juliana claimed that her mother only recently “baru terbuka hidayahnya” 
(“felt the religious calling”) to engage in pious acts. Despite sending she and her sisters to 
Madrasah, her parents were not religious until she confronted them at the age of fourteen 
while on a holiday and asked them why they did not pray or why her mother did not wear 
the tudung. She claimed that her questions “made them think” and “change their ways”.  
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Yana claimed that she started wearing the tudung ever since she “baligh” 
(“reached puberty”) at the age of ten. She was labeled a “freak” by her friends who did 
not do so and saw her as “very different and a goody two shoes”. She compelled with the 
duty to cover up during most of her teenage years with the exception of the two to three 
times that she went on dates with other boys. She would then change in a public 
bathroom, but described herself as being engulfed with guilt, thus making the risk “so not 
worth it”. When asked if her parents knew about her dalliances, she insisted that parents 
“always know these things”. She has come to perceive the tudung as constitutive of her 
personhood. Similarly, it functions as a natural deterrent against sinning, as a woman who 
dons the tudung “represents Islam” and thus is “expected to behave in a virtuous 
manner”. Yet at the same time, she tries as much as possible to make her colleagues “see 
beyond the tudung ” or “forget that [she is] wearing a tudung” and focus on her “secular 
abilities”. 
From the articulations above, two discernible factors influence the decision to 
wear or not wear the tudung. The first factor concerns that of the sincere (“ikhlas”) desire 
to please God. As such, the wearing of the tudung includes the commitment to discipline 
one’s body to display virtuous conduct in order to achieve some form of alignment with 
the interior self or intention. In such an extensive process, the ultimate aim is to render 
the act of wearing the tudung  as a “natural” extension of the self. A woman who wears 
the tudung is also expected to behave in a “beradab” (“according to decorum”) manner 
according to the demands of culture and religion. Since the ideal presentation of the 
Malay woman’s self includes gentility, a virtuous disposition and socially sanctioned 
manners (“sopan santun”), by wearing the tudung, she is expected to uphold the ideals 
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and not engage in acts that are considered to be “tak beradab” (“not according to 
decorum”) such as public smoking and behaving in an aggressive manner. Almost all 
respondents mentioned the importance of the absence of coercion in the decision to wear 
the tudung. However, while there has to be a noticeable absence in coercion from the 
external environment, it is rather naïve to associate the notion of an absence of coercion 
with the conception of “individual choice” within liberalist frameworks. Despite the lack 
of coercion, the woman willingly allows herself to be within another relationship of 
subordination with a divine order. To understand this relationship of subjectivation, one 
needs only to examine the perception by many of the respondents that veiling has to be 
viewed as a form of “religious calling”, a divine decree by god that suggests that a 
woman is prepared to receive enlightenment or wisdom (“telah terbuka hidayahya”). 
Such a perception could explain why a respondent like Tania who rejects the tudung 
ultimately attributes her rejection to the inability to perform to the ideal that covering the 
aurat demands of her. This in turn brings us back to the hierarchy of religiosity, with the 
embodied action of wearing the tudung as being the most ideal due to its regulation of 
bodies, placing restriction on public conduct, and the confinement of sexuality to 
heterosexual, reproductive marital bodies.  
The decision to wear the tudung can also be largely a function of cultural 
construction. For example, in Hana’s case, her decision to do so at the age of 40 was 
motivated by the common assumption that a certain process of re-evaluation of norms 
was expected of middle-aged Malay woman if they have hopes of “changing for the 
better”. Implicit in this is the direct co-relation between social behavior and age 
hierarchy, whereby ageing exacts virtuous conduct from female bodies. In a similar 
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manner, Madrasah girls are also expected to cover their aurat out of the confines of 
school and those who do not are immediately deviantised as having been “led astray”. 
When culture plays a crucial part, the immediate community is often internalized by the 
individual as assuming some form of panoptical power, constantly gazing on her and 
ensuring that she lives up to the community’s ideal. This is represented in the figurative 
imagery of the makcik-makcik that are often perceived to be everywhere, constantly 
monitoring the behavior of women who wear the tudung to ensure that they do not lapse. 
At the same time, there is also the awareness that the ideals of one particular community 
may not hold as constant for others, hence the association of the wearing the tudung as 
“not modern” or as symbolic of passivity and lack of secularity that has to be resisted by 
pointing to the over-achieving secular self. However the resistance is not with the 
intention of rejecting the structure of religion in any manner.  
While the act of wearing the tudung has to be motivated by sincerity and the 
desire to be virtuous (interiority), the wearer is also subject to a modest social image that 
the community expects her to uphold . In this instance, the tudung becomes a symbolic 
marker of an ideal Muslim identity (exteriority), a concept that has been the subject of 
extensive scholarship on the veiling. Lila Abu-Lughod (1986) for instance, has written 
extensively on how veiling allows women to display self-respect and guard their honor 
and social status. A veiled woman becomes a valuable cultural commodity as her body 
assumes the most ideal representation of Islam.  She therefore has to behave in a certain 
manner in the public glare, and refrain from actions that would blemish her portrayal of 
virtue. Yet at the same time, the relationship between the demands of the interior and the 
exterior is cyclical for the performance of identity itself compels a certain disciplining of 
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the body in order to achieve a successful performative. This can be explicated by the very 
basic understanding of the tudung as a way to “guard modesty” or “jaga kehormatan 
diri,” whereby the term “kehormatan” is derived from the root word “hormat” which 
means respect. As such, a woman wears the tudung in order to guard her modesty, but in 
doing so, she also gains respect from the community. 
  
The veil of performativity 
 
Judith Butler’s theory of performativity is a crucial concept in analyzing the 
very embodied action of wearing the tudung as a performative marker of virtue. The 
notion of the “performative” refers to the “reiterative power of discourse” that produces 
the very phenomena it regulates and constrains (Butler 1993: 2). Butler suggests that the 
repeated performativity of heterosexual norms not only produces the appearance of 
gender as an abiding interiority, it also continuously inscribes the model of sexual 
difference based on the heterosexual imperative. As such, subjective agency arises out of 
the repetitive nature of performative acts, and the possibility that each action may fail to 
consolidate existing norms, and be re-appropriated and re-signified. Within such a 
framework, the possibility of consolidation of norms is contemporaneously the possibility 
of its undoing. Such a possibility renders acts of subversion to be unpredictable and 
impossible to be pre-determined and hence powerful, despite arising from the very power 
relations they seek to overthrow.  
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One of the well-regarded critique of Butler’s theory of performativity can be 
located in Saba Mahmood’s body of scholarship on piety. Saba’s re-reading of 
performativity (2005: 17-39) charts out the disjuncture between the nuances of the 
philosophical model and its ethnographic application to the quotidian. Referring to her 
rich ethnographic data derived from fieldwork with participants of a female mosque 
movement, Saba agrees that the repeated performance of various virtuous practices or 
norms contributes to the creation of an abiding pious self. Indeed, for the mosque 
participants, performativity is both sedimented and cumulative, and each repetitive act is 
judged in terms of whether or not the “performance” has successfully taken place in both 
the body and the mind. However, she suggests that the imminent problematic in the 
theory of performativity is Butler’s implicit desire in tracking the possibilities of 
resistance of subjecthood through the dualistic structures of consolidation and 
resignification of norms. Such dualism is contentious as different subjects would consider 
various distinctions between “successful” or “failed” acts.  
To relate this notion of distinction to the discussion of gender, Butler (1993) 
herself considers drag queens as parodying dominant heterosexual norms, and in doing 
so, reveal the notion of a naturalized, original gender as a myth. While a drag queen 
desires to better approximate feminine norms, she considers the disjuncture between her 
social performance and biological constitution as necessary to the very nature of her 
performance.  A drag queen therefore further challenges the stability of established 
gender norms as she closely approximates heterosexual notions of femininity, thus 
exposing the latter’s constructed nature. In contrast, like Saba’s mosque participants, my 
respondents consider the act of wearing the tudung to involve a certain consolidation of 
 87 
acceptable norms, despite the various motivations.  While on the one hand the disruption 
of norms is considered to have positive implications in re-signifying patriarchal, 
heterosexual norms; providing the opportunity for the gender democracy, the converse 
applies in this instance. To these individuals, the inability to successfully enact a virtuous 
ideal upon wearing the tudung is considered to be symptomatic of a deep failure that 
requires rectification by way of greater intensification of disciplining the body into virtue, 
or at the very extreme, a complete rejection of wearing the tudung in fear of failing to live 
up to that ideal. Hence the varied expressions of disapproval towards women who use the 
tudung intermittently, or those who do so, but display conduct considered to be not 
virtuous. Such a particular conception of bodily norms and ethics complicates the 
atypical western liberal model of feminism and its emancipatory possibilities as will be 
elucidated upon in the following chapter.  
 
 
“Being vigilant of our responsibilities as wife and mother” 
 
When discussing the status of women in Islam, most of my respondents 
agreed that Islam has elevated women’s rights. Saleha for instance, suggested that Islam 
is “a beautiful religion that actually protects women and accords them self-respect”. She 
referred to the pre-Islamic practice of burying daughters and claimed that the spread of 
Islam gave women the “right to voice out their decisions, and to be formally entitled to 
family inheritance (“wasiat”) when they die”. When asked to justify the unequal 
distribution of inheritance among sons and daughters, Saleha raised her voice and 
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furrowed her eyebrows as if I had asked the most commonsensical question that should 
not have been asked in the first place. She said: 
Do these people know why it is not equal? If they really do 
research on the topic, they will find out that although men get 
more wealth than women, it doesn’t mean that they get to 
enjoy it. For example, if their younger sister isn’t married they 
need to help her. For women their money is solely theirs. For 
men, the money must be used to help the family. 
 
I then asked her if such a ruling is applicable to today’s context where women can be 
equally or even more educated and successful than men. Saleha got visibly irritated by 
my question and retorted: 
Yes you are correct. But no matter what, as women, we cannot 
be too proud. Even though you can earn extra money, it may 
all be gone someday. This is all a matter of responsibility. If 
you belajar ugama (“acquire religious knowledge”), you 
should know…realize that no matter how much you study, if 
you’re paralyzed, who’s going to take care of you? When you 
cannot work, what will happen to you? Think about it, who 
made us? Allah itu adil (“God is just”). Sometimes Allah gives 
us kesenangan (“wealth”), but it’s all a test to see if you are 
bersyukur (“thankful”). Allah can give u kesenangan (a 
blessed life), but can just take it away just like that. 
 
There are references made here, to the importance of knowing one’s limit as women. A 
woman has to know her place and that her existence is always predicated upon that of 
male members of her family who assume responsibility over her wellbeing. She also has 
to be continuously reminded that her wealth and her success may be taken away from her 
at any time, and hence she always has to maintain cordial relations with her male family 
members who will then assume responsibility over her. Saleha however, insisted 
throughout the interview that Muslim women were not in any way less able, or less 
empowered than their male counterparts.  
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Saleha’s remarks reminded me about those made by Ustazah Kamariah. One 
of the topics that Ustazah widely expounded upon during one particular class was the 
responsibility of husbands towards wives.  Referring to her experience performing the 
pilgrimage in Mecca, she reflected upon the Saudi women clad in niqab (veil that covers 
face), and the royal treatment that they received from their husbands. In public settings, 
these women never had to lift their finger to do anything. The husbands would handle the 
children; as well as order food, and ensure the welfare of the wives were taken care of. 
She contrasted this with husbands in Singapore, whom she claimed would “make the 
wives order food for them, sit down, read the newspaper and wait”. Her remark was met 
by affirmative response by the women, who nodded their heads vigorously and giggled. 
In response, Ustazah Kamariah repeatedly extolled the importance of bringing up sons to 
be responsible husbands.  
When asked a similar question about the status of women in Islam, Juliana 
similarly referred to the pre-Islamic tradition of killing women, claiming that the arrival 
of Islam elevated the status of women above that of servants, such that they are “equal to 
men and have as many roles to fulfill as men”. When asked to describe the equality 
between women and men, Juliana referred to the reproductive function of women, which 
“is important because we are helping to increase the population”. She revealed however, 
that the notion of gender equality was never really discussed at her Madrasah as there 
were “no boys at school.”  To elicit an extended response, I made reference to the 
restriction upon female bodies in Islam, asking her if Islam affects the freedom of women 




It is not so much of a restriction. For example, people always 
see the tudung as a hindrance but there is definitely some good 
to it like preventing rape, promoting modesty, and also 
protecting beauty. When you wear a tudung, everything under it 
is protected. 
 
Yet when asked if she regrets not having a daughter as her firstborn since Islam promotes 
the status of women, Juliana who was then heavily pregnant exclaimed, “No! I want a 
boy. The firstborn must be a man to be responsible for his other siblings”. 
Since Yana claimed that her she and her friends discuss the hadith and tafsir 
during their halaqah sessions, I was especially interested to find out her perceptions on 
the way Islam perceives women. When asked to explain elaborate on the topic, Yana 
remarked that, “Islam elevates the virtue of women through marriage.” She cited the 
example of her encountering her “god-less” friends while she was pursuing her graduate 
studies in the United Kingdom and their carefree lives that included cohabitating freely 
without the need for marriage. She considered their freedom to be “temporary” as “at the 
end of the day, they are at the losing end”. Conversely, she believes that Islam protects 
the rights of women through marriage as the engagement itself is considered as a 
“permission for courtship within boundaries” such that a woman is able to decide for 
herself if her partner is suitable for her.  Yana suggested that the beauty in Islam lies in its 
partiality towards protecting disadvantaged women, as well as the fact that women have 
numerous “opportunities to score bonus points to please god because [they] have to fulfill 





If I were to make one Islamic feminist remark, it would be this: 
Why is it that the onus is on women to cover up but not on 
men to lower their gaze, as if the very simple turning of female 
ankles can incite male sexual urges? But at the same time, on 
the other extreme we have Sisters in Islam, fighting for Islam 
to prioritize women. The way that Allah has decided it is that 
both men and women have specific roles. Although I am 
strong headed, and outspoken, and my husband calls me an 
“alpha female”, I am very traditional when it comes to 
marriage. I must serve my husband, must be a docile wife, be 
gentle. I allow my husband to wear the pants at home BUT 
[emphasis subject’s own] I will not tolerate chauvinist men. 
Therefore I do not consider myself a feminist. All my friends 
are like me. Very type A personalities, but when it comes to 
religion and marriage, we are very traditional. For me, my 
unpolished opinion is that although Islam promotes a 
patriarchal structure of family and society, the Prophet s.a.w. 
put women in a very high standing, which is not reflected in 
most Muslim societies today. Takkan bila bab poligamy je nak 
ikut cara Rasul? (Do not tell me that you only want to follow 
the prophet’s ways when it comes to polygamy). But given 
equal opportunities - which alhamdulillah Muslim girls in 
Singapore are not denied - to pursue our dreams, we women 
must still be vigilant of our responsibilities as wife and mother. 
For this is the make or break of the basic unit of society. 
 
In attempting to understand conceptions of gender equality within the practice of Islam in 
everyday life, certain concepts were repeatedly articulated by my respondents. 
Specifically, when asked their opinion of the status of women in Islam, all mentioned 
ideals such as valuing the self-respect of women, ensuring access to wealth, and the 
protection of women, ensuring equality in terms of reproductive function, as well 
providing marriage as a safe space within which women could explore their sexuality. 
For the proponent of liberal feminism, these values must be perplexing as they are often 
presumably perceived to be instances of oppression and patriarchy. For instance, by 
focusing on the reproductive function, arguably one restricts women to the biological 
imperative that liberal feminists understandably often derail against. In a similar manner, 
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is the perception that gender awareness only exists in relation to malehood and not on its 
own terms, as reflected by the assumption that there was no need to discuss gender in the 
absence of a co-ed educational environment. 
While the keen insistence on understanding figurations of womenhood only 
in relation to manhood is often instantaneously accepted as symbolic of internalized 
patriarchy, the third wave feminists have warned us the perils of simplistic binaries as 
well as cultural sensitization. For this specific group of women that I have interviewed 
for instance, being financially independent allowed them to expressedly articulate their 
disapproval of patriarchal barriers to social mobility. All respondents for instance, 
expounded upon the non-mutually exclusive binary of acknowledging a woman’s pursuit 
of success versus understanding her responsibilities as wives and mothers. The notion of 
“knowing one’s limit”, of valuing success and yet accepting one’s place in society has to 
be critically analysed within a framework that is necessary antithetical of liberal 
feminism. In association with this, is the understanding of a distinctive framework of 
“temporary versus permanent freedom” in which women themselves fulfill their virtuous 
responsibilities as wives, mothers, and daughters willingly in exchange for rewards in the 
afterlife.  
A pertinent example to reflect the deficiencies of the static model of 
emancipation valorized by liberal feminism in accounting for multiple conceptions of 
personhood and agency can be gathered by referring to the case of my respondent Yana. 
While she articulated her frustrations toward the unequal nature of gender regulations in 
Islam, she maintained a clear distinction between expressing her disapproval and turning 
it into a basis for the pursuit of equality via activism. It is rather naïve, even an academic 
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cop-out to simply brush off the apparent dissonance between Yana’s positionality and her 
disregard for notions of women’s emancipation as a mere result of false consciousness as 
well as the cumulative and regimented effects of an inferior religio-cultural system. Like 
the other respondents, Yana is highly successful in her field, having straddled an 
executive position in the civil service as well as playing a key role in organizing 
international conferences for leaders in the financial sector. Yet Yana described herself as 
being very traditional in marriage, finally referring to the importance of women 
acknowledging the responsibilities as wives and mothers that form the “basic unit of 
society”. Perhaps it is crucial here to keep in mind the Aristotelian notion of “habitus” as 
proposed in the preceding section in which bodies are consciously trained and regulated 
to achieve a virtuous state, with the paradoxical intention of making consciousness so 
deeply entrenched that it is redundant to the practice of virtue.  
Instead, if one were to consider the narratives of the respondents, there 
appears to be a distinctive conception of patriarchy as discernible expressions of 
oppression and coercion. Within such a framework, the concept of latent patriarchy has 
no symbolic value. Indeed all respondents claimed that they would never have tolerated 
“real” obstacles to the pursuit of career or education by their male counterparts, and none 
mentioned the implicit control of women’s sexuality and their bodies. This brings us back 
to the assumed sense of responsibility of men over women’s bodies by women 
themselves. To illustrate this, one only needs to refer to Ustazah Kamariah who during 
her lesson, encouraged the women to demand their right to be treated well and not as a 
slave. On the other hand however, this self-consciousness of possessing “rights” had to 
be predicated upon another relationship of subjectivation; that of a wife to her husband. 
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In other words, the woman’s awareness of her “rights”, was to be subsumed not under a 
language of “agency” or “choice”, but a recognition of the husband’s responsibility, 
which is to treat the wife in a similarly virtuous manner.  
As such, there is a need to problematize the conception of feminism among 
the Malay women of Singapore as will be further explicated in the following chapter. 
Considering the assumption by Malay women themselves of the irrelevance of feminism 
or feminist activism due to the limitless opportunities available to women to pursue 
success; one therefore has to question if the notion of feminism and its emancipatory 
possibilities only appeal to those living within two extreme conditions: marginalization, 
or third wave feminism, and not to the middle strata for which the concept of 
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The primary motivation of this research is to excavate the reasons for the 
paucity of engagement with feminism among Malay women in Singapore. By adopting 
an epistemological framework that lends credence to embodied dispositions in 
constituting practical consciousness, emphasis is placed upon the varying habituated 
rituals and embodied actions in the quotidian that enable or disable the conditions for 
civil activism. Additionally, the cultural coding of bodies within the public sphere as 
explicated by the various media portrayals facilitate the communal disciplining of Malay 
women’s bodies into docility, and points to the possible discursive formations of racial 
and gendered identities that in turn affect embodiment in as much as they are sustained 
by the latter. In presenting the richly textured ethnographies of these women, their 
apparent lack of regard for feminism has to be located within the particular discursive and 
historical modalities as well as the configurations of power that contribute to the 
constitution of such a particular form of personhood. The focus on the configurations of 
womanhood in chapter 2 was therefore an attempt to highlight the means by which a 
particular historical contexts motivate the emergence or absence of specific forms of 
agentic capacities, and regard or disregard for feminism. In a similar manner, the 
conception of agency is further conceived as not only belonging to individual bodies, but 






“Itu zaman kuno lah…zaman 60an” 
 
During the interviews I conducted, all of my respondents expressed their 
incredulity at the idea of patriarchal institutionalized barriers toward the pursuit of 
economic and educational progress of women in post-independence Singapore. The idea 
of husbands, fathers, brothers or uncles limiting the socio-economic mobility of Malay 
women in contemporary Singapore was baffling to some, while others retorted with 
dismissive remarks such as “itu zaman kuno lah, zaman 60’an” (“that belongs to the pre-
modern/ancient days, the 1960s”). Therein lies the implicit association of the 
displacement of rural Singapore and the industrialization of the 1970s with a certain form 
of “modernization” that necessitated equal opportunities for education and employment 
for women of all ethnicities in the secular sphere. To a pertinent extent, the Malay media 
too contributed to such a conception by discursively constructing a specific idea of 
gender equality that the community had supposedly achieved. In an article in Berita 
Harian dated 24 May 1980 for instance, a gender expert from Thailand who attended a 
conference on “The Role of Young Women in the Progress and Development of 
Entrepreneurship in Society” claimed that Malay women in Singapore should consider 
themselves fortunate to have a government that guarded their welfare and ensured that 
they had equal access to education and employment, and hence opportunities to succeed. 
A specific notion of gender equality was thus propagated, one premised upon access to 
socio-economic mobility and the equality of opportunity, while retaining traditional 
gender binaries such as the association of women with the responsibility to nurture.
13
 The 
burden of economic progress necessitated the pursuit of economic and educational 
                                                 
13 See chapter 2 on media portrayals and official discourse.  
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success for Malay women inasmuch as they continued to be subject to cultural demands 
such as domesticity. Mirroring the socio-political climate, minimal reference was made to 
the importance of women collaborating and forming alliances in the civic and civil sphere 
to address other issues of gender related to liberal feminism such as sexual harassment, 
latent barriers to mobility, and patriarchal conceptions of womenhood. 
Similarly, while all of my respondents explicitly affirmed their unwillingness 
to condone patriarchal barriers to the pursuit of education or career, most expressed their 
reluctance to participate in civil society organizations, especially those that engage with 
feminism, gender awareness, and Islam, referring to them as “unnecessary”, or as “being 
too extremist”.
14
 In the aftermath of the AWARE takeover saga that culminated in a 
gathering of members at the Suntec City Convention Centre
15
, most respondents who had 
read about the saga in the local media expressed their disapproval of the conduct of 
AWARE supporters that they considered to be “going overboard”, and “roughish” with 
the exception of one respondent, Tania who personally attended the gathering “with other 
Malay graduate students” to “rally against the infringement of secular space by a 
Christian-oriented group” and “their homophobic stance”. Since that eventful occasion 
however, Tania and her friends have limited their involvement with the organization, and 
have not registered to volunteer on a regular basis citing reasons such as time constraint 
or inertia. For other respondents critical of the AWARE saga, a common reason cited was 
the importance placed on setting limits to embodied action as an extension of cultural 
values that prioritize virtuous feminine conduct and the pursuit of virtuous dispositions 
that must not translate into active involvement in the public and political sphere. One 
                                                 
14 This was the response gathered when my respondents were asked if they would become members of 
organizations like sisters in Islam if they exist in Singapore.  
15 See Chapter 3 for description of AWARE saga. !
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must also not overlook the possibility of the extensive ideological apparatuses that 
socialize citizens – and not these women specifically – toward political inertia or 
involvement in civil society in Singapore.  
At the same time however, the rigorous emphasis on economic excellence in 
the nation-state complicates the pursuit of religio-cultural virtue, as women expect 
themselves to excel in both the secular and domestic spheres in order to be deemed as 
successful. This was further explicated during the discussion on exemplary women 
during each interview. When asked to elaborate on female icons or role model that they 
considered to be emblematic of success, one particular respondent Hana expressed the 
complexity that women like her face in finding role models in their counterparts to aspire 
to:  
In the domestic sphere, of course it’s my mother who’s my role 
model because of the way she brought us up to be god-fearing. 
But in the secular sphere, I have to say I’m still looking for the 
perfect role model who raises her family but at the same time 
is very career driven. By this, I don’t mean being a teacher or 
an ustazah, or someone who works at MUIS. These people, 
they don’t really face challenges like the rest of us. Their 
working hours are flexible and they always have more space to 
fulfill obligations such as praying five times a day, and 
Ramadhan (fasting) is easier on them. They don’t face the kind 
of challenges those of us who work in non-muslim 
organizations face. 
 
Hana’s lament suggests the various contestations that Malay Muslim women like her are 
subject to in the quotidian. While she struggles to excel in her religious obligations, she is 
not willing to give up success in one sphere at the expense of the other, thus her lack of 
association of women who do not struggle to excel in both spheres as role models. Her 
inability to find a relevant role model is attributed to her conception of success as 
requiring a certain form of struggle, sacrifice, and in many ways, active disciplining of 
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the self when confronted with various challenges that constitute the secular and religious 
sphere, contestations that appear outmoded to proponents of liberal feminism. 
For women like Hana and the rest of my respondents, the importance placed 
upon the need to balance religiosity with secular achievements could have arisen as a 
result of the perpetual discursive portrayal of the Malays of Singapore as economically 
lagging behind the Chinese majority.
16
 In attempting to address the disparity, the 
Singapore government has adopted the stance of encouraging the Malays to “progress” 
and improve their economic status. As such, while the effects of the global Islamic 
revivalism of the 1970s did penetrate Singapore resulting in more affirmative 
manifestations of a Muslim identity (Nagata 1984), the focus on the economic disparity 
and the importance of progress within the Malay community coupled with the secularist 
stance adopted by the government ensured that rising forms of religiosity were constantly 
mediated by the demands of living in a capitalist and secular nation-state. Despite the 
establishment of MUIS in 1968 to administer and manage the affairs of the community, 
emphasis is constantly placed on the need to maintain a distinct sphere for Islamic beliefs 
and practices that do not contradict the basis of a secular state (Kadir 2007). For instance, 
the tudung incident of 2002 witnessed MUIS issuing a public statement strongly 
condemning the incident, asserting that if a choice were to be made, Islam has always 
prized the pursuit of education over adhering to the aurat, in the process alienating the 




                                                 
16 For a discussion on the socio-economic marginality of the Malays of Singapore, see Li (1989) and Lily 
(1998).  
17 In the tudung incident of February 2002, two girls were suspended from school when they arrived for 
their first day clad in a tudung. For further info, see (BBC 06/02/2002).!!
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Conversely, scholars such as Ong (1987) and Kandiyoti (1988) have 
examined the regulation of women’s bodies in Malaysia. Ong (1997) for instance, 
examines the processes of monstrosizing female factory workers (termed as “minah 
Karen”) by patriarchal institutions in Malaysia that associated their newfound economic 
mobility with sexual freedom that had to be regulated. Peletz (1996) too, analyses the 
popular depiction of Malay women as possessing unstable states of emotion that are in 
need of protection and control by Malay men. Within such a context, scholars interpret 
women’s reaction such as withholding contribution to labour (Ong 1987), refusing sexual 
intercourse and marriage, and engaging in spirit possession (Ong 1987) as forms of 
“resistance” toward patriarchal sources of power. On the other hand, the limited space for 
contestations of politicized Islam in the secular sphere of Singapore has the effect of 
limiting the explicit curtailing of women’s rights beyond the communal disciplining of 
bodies. As such, although the interaction between the Muslim community and the nation-
state has been described as “horizontal contestations of meaning and a vertical contest for 
the legitimate representation of Islamic society” (Kadir 2007: 154), the notion of 
economic progress continues to critically frame processes of contestation. This allows for 
a greater space of negotiation to emerge for Malay women, in which religious demands 
have to be reconciled with secular demands, thus preventing the former from superceding 
the latter, and hence negating the need for an active civil space to counter the potentially 
religious and patriarchal disciplining of their bodies.   
That the above-mentioned context contrasts that of our nearest neighbor, 
Malaysia could additionally explain the perceptible sense of malaise within the Malay 
community in Singapore toward the critical discussion of issues related to gender 
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awareness, empowerment through the lens of Islam. While Malaysia has had a keen 
history of women’s activism and debates about Muslim women’s rights extended into the 
public sphere, the experience appears to be rather muted in Singapore with the exception 
of the efforts by the PPIS to reform marital laws as described in Chapter 2.
18
 This general 
sense of inertia could be attributed to the lack of politicization of religion in the secular or 
public sphere in Singapore, thereby limiting the necessity for various religio-cultural 
lobbies to engage in political bargaining strategies with the nation-state. In contrast, 
feminist scholars examining gender awareness in Malaysia argue that the strong 
entrenchment of Islam within the public sphere since the Islamic revivalism of the 1970s 
has had the effect of obfuscating the multicultural polity while enhancing the vitality of 
civil society (Ng, Maznah and Tan 2006). In Malaysia for instance, patriarchal 
proclamations could be announced in the public sphere and subsequently legalized, such 
as the recent fatwa (“religious edict”) that targeted masculine Muslim women 
(tomboys).
19
 The secular sphere therefore has had to contend with a conservative Islamic 
political body seeking to impress its prerogatives onto the public sphere, thus 
necessitating the approach of active debating about Islam and women’s rights as well as 
engaging politically with the actors of political Islam such as that pursued by civil group 
Sisters in Islam (SIS).  SIS for instance, had to battle the implementation of Hudud laws 
by the PAS-led Kelantan government in 1993 and the Terengganu government in 2002 
                                                 
18 In 1930s Malaysia, Muslim intellectuals who were influenced by the reform movements in the Middle 
East demanded women’s right to education. The Malay Women Teachers’ Union too encouraged formal 
education for Malay women. On a similar vein, issues such as sexual harassment of female estate workers 
were already key issues for  concerted protest action in the late 1930s in Selangor and in 1950 in Perak. The 
Islamic revivalism of the 1970s also witnessed the recruitment of women into the dakwah movements. 
These women were often beneficiaries of scholarships and their recruitment ensured that they could retain 
their economic upward mobility despite having to assume a secondary role compared to men (Ng et al 
2006). 
19 The clerics in Malaysia issued a fatwa against tomboys (sexual transgression) and yoga (religious 
transgression), both of which were considered to be un-Islamic.  
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and has been involved in various campaigns such as rallying the government and 
according women the right to be appointed as judges of the Syariah court (Ng et al 2006). 
Such a situation is largely antithetical from that confronting Malay Muslim women in 
Singapore, where the official ideological premise of secularization prevents the religious 
and cultural disciplining of women’s bodies to be positively and legally affirmed beyond 
textual articulations. However, this is a territory that is due for exploration outside of the 
parameters of this particular research that is primarily concerned by the desire to 
understand individual ethnographies of empowerment and agency.  
 
What’s wrong with throwing like a girl? 
 
Religion exists as a crucial structuring force in the everyday lives of the 
women I interviewed. In order to elucidate the extent of the structure of religion, I 
focused on the enactment of embodied actions and ritualized practice as constitutive 
factors. The study of embodiment has fascinated scholars in recent times, 
notwithstanding feminist scholars. In her essay “Throwing Like a Girl” (1990) for 
instance, Iris Marion Young examines the contrastive embodied movement between men 
and women, suggesting that the latter perform actions in a reactionary manner and 
approach spatiality with hesitancy and cautiousness. To do so, Young points out the 
distinction in the physical training of men and women in sports, and the manner in which 
women are made aware of themselves as objects gazed upon by men, thus causing them 
to be conscious of their bodily limitations and subsequently limiting their ability to enact 
their full potential in any given physical space. While Young was specifically 
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commenting on sports, her work can be perceived to be a general critique of the ways in 
which female bodies are trained and disciplined into docility. Yet the precise problem 
with Young’s critique is her inability to situate the acting body within contesting relations 
of power and the countervailing norms that enact upon it as expounded by Foucault’s 
scholarship. Foucault (1986) for instance considers the mastery of one’s body to be an 
effect of various forms of power enacting upon the body. 
Young’s inability to locate the training of bodies within the specific 
discursive framework of power that constitute it motivates her lack of consideration for 
the varying modalities of bodily training for women. For instance, in training the body to 
achieve virtue or excellence, the process of bodily discipline obfuscates the mere 
objectification of bodies to patriarchal structures as she suggested. From the ethnographic 
narratives of my respondents, clearly engagement in specific practices such as 
breastfeeding and veiling train one’s desires inasmuch as they motivate conduct. Wearing 
the tudung for instance, requires specific acts of training one’s corporeality, thoughts and 
memory to behave in alignment with acceptable conduct. As such, while wearing the 
tudung initially functions as a way to discipline one’s body into a state of virtue, it cannot 
be taken on and off, or discarded once virtue has been acquired. The required 
commitment to virtuous behavior is the very reason cited by my respondent Tania who 
displayed a strong aversion towards wearing the tudung. Such a conception of the act of 
veiling mirrors the notion of performative acts as suggested by Judith Butler (1999), in 
which the “performative” refers to cumulative and sedimented action that cannot be taken 
on and off at will. Where it differs with virtuous acts however, lies in the intricacies of 
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ethical norms and the ideal ends of stability as opposed to subversion as will be 
elaborated upon later.   
As suggested by Saba Mahmood (2005), the convenience with which one 
associates ethical practices and rituals such as veiling with masculinist and patriarchal 
functions obscures the crucial reality that these practices are not merely motivated by 
both functions that do not exclusively determine embodied capacities or female 
subjectivity.  As such, in order to extend the conception of relations of power upon docile 
bodies, the embodied capacities of my respondents were analysed by situating them 
within a specific strand of the theoretical framework of habitus that posit the acquisition 
of precise bodily dispositions as means of consciously tutoring to body to a particular end 
– the negation consciousness in the pursuit of excellence. The emphasis on the nurturing 
role expected of Malay women was thus analyzed in a similar approach. While feminists 
like Young may consider such acceptance of roles to be symptomatic of passivity, false 
consciousness and lack of autonomy in the face of patriarchy and cultural oppression, the 
narratives of the women have demonstrated that the precise tutoring of one’s mind and 
body do not merely mark a passivity towards action, but instead, is pertinent to the 
specific project of constituting virtue and excellence.  
Additionally, it is crucial to note that Foucault’s notion of mastery of one’s 
body has to be contextualized within his proposed framework of “ethics” - the practices, 
techniques and discourses that allow a subject to transform herself in order to achieve a 
particular state of being, happiness or truth (Foucault 1986, see also Mahmood 2005). 
Ethics is a form of power that allows individuals to discipline their bodies with the 
intention of transforming themselves into willing subjects of a particular discourse. While 
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Foucault (1986) focuses on the individual techniques of the self, the subject of Foucault’s 
scholarship is not an autonomous subject who merely fashions herself, but is instead a 
culmination of the historically specific set of formative practices and moral injunctions. 
The workings of power as manifest through specific codes of morality that commands a 
subject to constitute herself in accordance to the aforementioned precepts is referred to as 
the “modes of subjectivation”  (Foucault 1986: 29) that is essential to the analysis of the 
constitution of an ethical subject. The body in this instance transcends the notion of a 
mere medium of signification, instead existing as a necessary tool through which the 
subject is constituted (see also Mahmood 2005). Foucault’s notion of the techniques of 
the self and subjectivation are useful for it allows the extension of the commonly held 
conception of agency to include the capacities and skills necessary to the enactment of 
particular moral actions, that are bound to the historical and cultural power structures that 
similarly constitute the subject. Such a reading of agency is useful to the analysis of the 
bodies of Malay women as demonstrated in the preceding chapters.  
Foucault’s paradox of subjectivation further extends the notion of ethical 
action to include those enabled and conditioned by specific relations of subordination 
such as those that are divinely ordained. While Judith Butler (1999) draws upon 
Foucault’s theory of subjectivation, she also suggests that the repeated performative acts 
are susceptible to change and re-signification inasmuch as they condition stable identities, 
thus providing for the possibility of the emergence of subversion. Thus while Butler 
focuses on the ability of failed performative acts to re-signify norms, for the women I 
interviewed, the unsuccessful performance of virtuous acts was something that had to be 
rectified; a moment that did not carve out a space for possible subversion or resistance, 
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but instead functioned as a strong marker of the failure to live up to a virtuous ideal. 
Butler’s eventual association of agency – in spite of complicated elisions- with the re-
signification and hence destabilization of norms suggest the difficulty of the feminist 
project, no matter how post-structuralist, to escape the clutches of resistance politics. 
Agreeably, different modalities of existence require different modalities of resistance to 
conditions of oppression. However, as I have sought to demonstrate in this thesis, 
resistance is not a necessary pre-condition for all forms of sociability, especially for 
women for whom the emancipatory project of feminism has no exchange value and the 
notion of feminism itself is alien inasmuch as it alienates. My reliance on the narratives 
of embodied practices was an attempt at demonstrating the importance of understanding 
the ethical agency of a group of people in order to understand their disinterest in 
engaging with the wider politics of liberal feminism. Any attempt to raise greater 
awareness on gender issues within the Malay community therefore has to take into 
consideration these different forms of sociability, and ethical practices.  
My respondent’s disinterest in feminism must also not be easily dismissed as 
a function of lack of awareness or false consciousness. This is a trajectory that has been 
adopted by scholars when studying the Malay women of the Southeast Asian archipelago. 
In her analysis of a group of women in a rural village in Malaysia for instance, Lucy 
Healey (1999) insists on appropriating and imposing the term “resistance” to understand 
the actions of village women in responding to authority, despite her own admission of the 
problematic nature of the term, and respondent’s rejection of it. Healey eventually 
conveniently excused herself by referring to the “bevy of contradictions” (1999: 54) that 
supposedly occluded the respondents narrativistic illustrations of themselves, finally 
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blaming “culture” for its ability to offer the women a “meaningful, alternative counter 
discourse by which to articulate their desires” (1999: 60). Such an analysis is a reflection 
of a lack of willingness to examine particular discursive formations that enable certain 
embodied capacities that thereby condition very specific forms of agency that may not be 
normative to that of liberal traditions.  
Contrasting Healey’s scholarship with Lila Abu-Lughod’s (1986), the latter is 
conscious of imposing the simplistic binary of resistance versus acquiescence upon the 
women of an Egyptian Bedouin tribe characterized by patrilineality. While women of the 
tribe strived to maintain the moral codes of the society out of respect for social hierarchy, 
at the same time they found a viable space to articulate their anger or dissatisfaction 
through oral lyrical poetry. These poems were subversive in many ways for they allowed 
for the articulation of expressions and emotions that would not be culturally sanctioned 
for modest wives and daughters of the tribe. Yet Abu-Lughod rejects the imposition of 
the term “Feminism” upon them for the poetic articulations were freed of any desire for 
emancipatory struggle or revolution. These women were not interested in overturning 
patrilineality; neither were they aspiring to challenge through poetry the modesty and 
code of morality expected of them. While it may be convenient to utilize cultural 
relativism as an ideological framework to understand, and hence, justify the experiences 
of these Egyptian Bedouin women, in much of her scholarship Abu-Lughod warns us to 
“remain critical of anthropology’s complicity in the reification of cultural difference” 
(Abu-Lughod 2002: 783). Instead she suggests that scholars of feminism engage in the 
laborious task of recognizing and respecting difference as products of specific historical 
trajectories and as reflections of different ways that desires are structured. 
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 Here, I turn again to the work of Saba Mahmood (2005) who extends the 
scholarship of Abu-Lughod by further arguing for the need to detach the notion of agency 
from the politically prescriptive project of feminism that has a tendency to valorize the 
subversion and re-signification of hegemonic norms of gender and sexuality. Such a 
liberal progressive stance has the disadvantage of hiding under the radar individuals 
whose personhoods cannot be encapsulated within the logic of resistance to patriarchal 
norms. Alternatively, the lives of these women are embraced by liberals as constituting 
distinct strands of feminism so long as the women themselves willingly submit 
themselves to patriarchal regimes, thereby modifying their display of subordination into a 
function of “choice”. On the other hand, by examining the historical and discursive 
formation of subjects as well as the embodied practices in the quotidian, one gets a better 
understanding of the norms that condition a subject’s subordination, thus forcing one to 
confront the need to re-constitute the atypical notion of individual “choice” by examining 
other forms of agency such as those modeled on humility, excellence and virtue. 
Additionally, by broadening the definition of agency and examining the role of 
subordination in constituting particular embodied actions, one gets a better understanding 
of the particular trajectories assumed by ethics and power within the lives of women. 
This allows one to understand why the consideration for liberal feminism is not 
necessarily desirable for a specific group of women for whom subordination to specific 
structures not only contribute to the actualization of the self, but also constitutes its 




I’M A FEMINIST BUT…: SOME CONCLUDING NOTES  
 
If poststructuralist feminists have taught us anything, it is the consideration of 
difference in constituting subject positions that implores scholars to critically consider the 
“multiplicity of voices, meanings and configurations” (cited in Maynard 2000: 127) when 
formulating accounts of differing social worlds, and in the process emphasize the 
implausibility of clinging on to any particular authoritative account. Within the particular 
context of this thesis, it involves re-thinking some of our previously held notions of virtue 
as functioning of sources of dis-empowerment; or Islam and the Malay culture (within 
the context of Singapore) as collaborative forces of oppression. Critics such as Mary 
Maynard welcome the sensitivity to difference, but at the same time warn us of the inertia 
to act, as “no one in postmodern analyses actually appears to do anything” (2000: 129). 
Additionally, Maynard suggests that the subject is trapped by the discourses that 
constitute them, and lack both intentionality and will. By focusing of difference, one 
tends to overemphasize fragmentation that “offers neither political nor intellectual 
support in confronting the oppressions with which feminism has historically been 
concerned” and furthermore overlooks “the very existence of such oppressions” 
(Maynard 2000: 132). 
The question of the translatability of feminist theorizing to practical actions in 
overcoming injustice is one that is relevant social science scholarship. By claiming for 
instance, that discourses on gender and agency should be extenuated, one runs the risk of 
“not doing anything” conclusive to the various forms of injustices that occur to the lives 
of women. Here, it is perhaps useful to cite an analogy articulated by Judith Butler 
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herself, in responding to criticisms of her meta-postulations of sex and gender that at first 
glance seem to elude the necessity of embodied action in overcoming oppression in the 
quotidian. In the 1999 reprint of Gender Trouble, Butler says: 
Despite the dislocation of the subject that the text performs, 
there is a person here: I went to many meetings, bars and 
marches and saw many kinds of genders, understood myself at 
the crossroads of some of them, and encountered sexuality at 
several of its cultural edges (xvii).  
 
Here, Butler seems to suggest that while her scholarship coerces the dislocation of the 
subject to examine the constructedness of sex and gender and hence the impermanence of 
their ideal forms, the idea of dislocation itself was probably motivated by her very 
embodied involvement in activism and her encounters with divergent forms of sexuality 
and gender.  
Similarly, as a self-declared feminist involved with activism within a civil 
society organization in Singapore, I have at times been forced to contend with the 
emancipatory ideals of feminism as well as the notions of “patriarchy” and “oppression” 
that frame every sphere of action. Indeed, the one question that often got thrown back at 
me during the course of this research was how I planned to resolve the problem of 
patriarchal chauvinism that in most instances accompany female subjectivation within the 
Malay Muslim community. Yet at the same time my positionality as a Malay and Muslim 
woman – triply marginalized -motivates my rejection of simplistic associations of the 
Malay culture or the Islamic religion with patriarchy or oppression, and reminds me of 
the necessity adopting of a critical distance to all forms of sociability, in order to attempt 
to understand the layers of complexity that undergrid various identifications, be it race, 
gender, or religion. Here, I take inspiration from Ien Ang’s essay “I’m a feminist but…” 
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(2000: 394) in which she insists that “non-white, non-western women in ‘white/western’ 
societies can only begin to speak with a hesitating ‘I’m a feminist, but…’ in which the 
meaning and substance of feminism itself become problematized”; while further 
suggesting that the qualifier be applied to identifications with feminism in non-western 
societies as well.  
How then would a feminist conceptualize the political agency of my 
respondents for whom an immediate recourse to feminism and its ideals of emancipation 
has no value? For starters, Ang implores feminists to stop conceiving of feminism “as a 
nation” and a “‘natural’ political destination for all women” (2000: 394). Implicit in this 
is a suspicion of simplistic politics of inclusion based on commonality and community, 
premising instead a “self-conscious politic of partiality” which accords a greater space 
toward ambivalence and ambiguity (2000: 394). Ang suggests that the obsession with a 
resolution often results in the glossing over of the irreducibility and inescapability of 
markers of difference that permeate the lives of different women, and the containment of 
variance within feminisms’ “essentialising frame” without challenging its legitimacy as a 
modus operandi for all women (2000: 396). By accepting difference as a point of 
precedence for feminism, feminists establish a kind of modesty that acknowledges the 
limitations to the universal notion of sisterhood, as well as recognize the implicit biases 
within the political project of feminism.  
To illustrate the slippages in communication between women of different 
cultures, Ang cites the well-known maxim ‘when a woman says no, she means no!’ often 
utilized in feminist campaigns on sexual harassment.
20
 Ang suggests that such a saying 
invokes an image of the ideal woman as one who is “assertive, determined, plain-
                                                 
20 This is also the maxim adopted by the civil society organization of which I am an active member.  
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speaking and confrontational” however the problem is the applicability of such a 
generalized response to different women. Indeed, that sexual harassment is abhorrent is 
not contested, but the assumption that these four qualities can be easily appended to the 
notion of a universally empowered women assume the existence of some form of cultural 
universality when in all actuality it is based on the norms of social interaction within 
liberal cultures that value individuality, explicitness and directness, values which may not 
be readily available, or worse still, appeal to women belonging to non-liberal cultures 
who are then assumed to possess some sort of a “lack”. Broadening the discussion 
further, Ang suggests that some Asian women may deal with male dominance in very 
different ways that are more circuitous but not necessarily less effective. In a similar 
manner, most of my respondents have been taught to not confront patriarchy with explicit 
expressions of contestation, or resistance but to turn it to their favor, to demand that their 
husbands, brothers, and fathers actualize the religio-cultural superiority accorded to them 
and be optimal providers and protectors. Implicit in this is a complex relationship of 
subjectivation of women that functions upon the successful enactment of another 
relationship of subjectivation of men that escapes the liberal framework of agency and 
empowerment. This complex relation of subjectivation is one that perhaps the local 
feminist organization can capitalize on to increase their relevance to a particular 
community of women.  
The acceptance of difference as a condition of non-cultural universality does 
not presume a mere acceptance of “benign diversity” but instead suggest the 
acknowledgement of difference as possibility to make complex, disrupt, and dissent 
against, universal ideals (Ang 2000: 403). Rather obliquely, even the politics of 
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difference is mediated by the desire to construct a generalized politics of inclusion – by 
way of the notion of a pluralist sisterhood that advantages differences and celebrates 
them. Yet by eliciting in great detail the narratives of women from non-liberal traditions 
as I have done, one is forced to confront the limits of a common politics of inclusion, and 
be conscious of the limits of a politics of intervention and emancipation. Ang refers to 
this as a politics of partiality that acknowledges the inability of feminism to serve as an  
encompassing political home for all women not just because 
different groups of women have different and sometimes 
conflicting interests, but, more radically, because for many 
groups of “other” woman other interests, other identifications 
are sometimes more important and politically pressing than, or 
even incompatible with, those related to their being woman… 
The assumption of a “master discourse” position can only be 
interpreted as an act of symbolic violence which disguises the 
fundamental structural divisions created by historical processes 
such as colonialism, imperialism and nationalism...it compels 
us to say, ‘I’m a feminist, but…’ (2000: 408). 
 
Ang’s radical suggestion draws our attention to the limits of the political project of 
feminism by considering the historical imperatives that constitute the female subject and 
construct or constrain the possibilities for her action. Within the confines of this research, 
it demands that one considers the socio-historical and material circumstances that have 
conditioned the Malay, Muslim, and Singaporean woman for whom a recourse to virtue 
and economic pragmatism motivates subjecthood, and obscures the appeal of the politics 
of resistance and emancipation. Such a denial of liberal feminism cannot be postulated as 
a mere function of false consciousness but must be situated within the structural 
imperatives that sustain it, in order to propose possible initiatives that address issues of 
Malay women’s self-empowerment based on an epistemological approach that 
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